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STUDY 1

Transforming Baptism

1

Ian Pennicook
The title for this Ministry School is taken from Romans 6:3: ‘Do you not know that
all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?’2
Actually, Paul’s subject is not baptism, which in Romans is only mentioned in this
verse and the next, but our death to the guilt of sin. At the same time, baptism seems
to be an assumed background for all that Paul is saying, that is, he is speaking to
people who could remember their baptism.
At this point there may well be a problem. It could be that we will immediately
read back into this passage memories of a baptism which is not what Paul had in mind
at all. Most of us will automatically assume that Paul is referring to water baptism.
But is he? It is, at least, worth asking the question and we may be surprised at the
possible answers. One reason why we should ask the question is Paul’s statement
itself: ‘all of us . . . have been baptized into Christ Jesus . . .’ This certainly appears to
say more than that we have gone through a ritual (with which we are familiar) by
which we entered ‘into Christ Jesus’ (eij~ Cristo;n ∆Ihsou§n, eis Christon Iēsoun).
Probably none of us would be happy with that association. So if water baptism is in
mind there will doubtless need to be a lot more said.
But let us start from another angle. Within the larger context of Romans 6:1–11,
Paul sees the effect of being baptised into Christ Jesus as being an extraordinary
transformation of a believer (also 1:16; 3:25–26; etc.) from one who is hostile to God
and to all that he is about into one who loves God (Rom. 8:28). Whatever it is, this
baptism is a wonderful matter.

A LITTLE MATTER OF SEMANTICS
Clichés abound in Christian discussions and they are certainly present here. So let me
try to set out the parameters of this discussion.
There are four words possibly used for ‘baptism’ in the New Testament.3 First
there are the verbs baptivzw (baptizō) and bavptw (baptō). Baptō can quickly be
discounted from the discussion since it is only used three times and then only for the
1 This title has been taken from a proposed title for an as yet unpublished book by Adrio König.
2 All scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version or are my own translation.
3 One other related word occurs, but it is only used as a title for John, i.e. ‘the Baptist’, oJ baptisthv~ (ho

baptistēs).

1.1

Transforming Baptism
dipping of items into something: a finger into water (Luke 16:24), bread into a dish
(John 13:26) and a robe into blood (Rev. 19:13).4 Baptizō, on the other hand, is much
more widely used, though its range of meanings should make us careful in how we
define it5 or even how we translate it. It occurs twice in the canonical books of the
LXX,6 once of Naaman ‘immersing himself’ in the Jordan (2 [4] Kings 5:14), where it
is parallel with ‘wash’ (lou'sai, lousai) in verse 10. Also it is used in Isaiah 21:4,
which has hJ ajnomiva me baptivzei (hē anomia me baptizei), ‘lawlessness overwhelms
me’, though English translations have ‘fear makes me tremble’ (NIV), or ‘horror has
appalled me’ (NRSV) and so on, all following the Hebrew text. A metaphorical use
appears in the New Testament, for example at Luke 12:50, ‘I have a baptism with
which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is completed!’ Otherwise,
within the New Testament it is used of the rite of water baptism, by John the Baptiser
and by Jesus’ disciples, and later within the Christian context (so some of the references in Acts). It is also used for regular ceremonial washings in a Jewish context. In
this instance a ‘literal’ translation would seem absurd, as in Luke 11:38, ‘The Pharisee
was amazed to see that he first was not baptized 7 before dinner’. The word is also
used with reference to the promised outpouring of the Holy Spirit: ‘He will baptize
you with the Holy Spirit’ (Luke 3:16; etc.) and also, as I have indicated, to the situation where a person is to be overwhelmed, evidently by suffering, in Mark 10:38–39.
There are two nouns for ‘baptism’ used in the New Testament, and neither is used
before the New Testament: baptismov~ (baptismos) and bavptisma (baptisma). They
differ grammatically in that baptismos refers properly to the act of ‘baptism’, while
baptisma refers to the result of the act, so that it is used for the institution of baptism,
the rite with all it means. Baptismos is used on four occasions only: Mark 7:4,
Colossians 2:12, Hebrews 6:2, and 9:10. Mark’s reference is to the ceremonial
washing of cups and pots, while Hebrews 6:2 and 9:10 almost certainly refer to
Jewish practices. The use in Colossians 2:12 needs to be examined to see whether it
definitely refers to Christian baptism at all. The full passage reads:
For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, 10 and you have come to fullness in him, who
is the head of every ruler and authority. 11 In him also you were circumcised with a spiritual
circumcision, by putting off the body of the flesh in the circumcision of Christ; 12 when you were
buried with him in baptism, you were also raised with him through faith in the power of God, who
raised him from the dead (Col. 2:9–12).

It may be that Paul is referring to Christian baptism, but we should note the context,
where he is arguing that all our fullness is ‘in him’ (Christ). Do we need
circumcision? You were circumcised in his circumcision. Do you need to be raised
from the dead? You are a participant in Christ’s resurrection. So could it be that the
question being asked is: Do you need baptism? You have been buried with Christ in

4 In the LXX, bavptw is used sixteen times, but never of a person either dipping himself or being dipped.
5 For example, Polybius (2nd Cent. BC) uses baptivzw of soldiers wading breast deep and of the sinking of

ships (G. Abbott-Smith, A Manual Greek Lexicon of the New Testament, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1937, p. 74)
and Josephus speaks of the crowd of pilgrims ‘flooding’ Jerusalem at feasts (D. W. B. Robinson, The Meaning of
Baptism, Evangelical Tracts and Publications, Beecroft, 1958, p. 8).
6 And twice in the Apocrypha, at Judith 12:7 and Sirach 34:30, both of which refer to ritual washings.
7 The verb is passive.
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his baptism (and even then, in the light of Mark 10:38 and Luke 12:50 we might ask
to which baptism Paul was referring). At least the possibility is there.8
Looking then at the uses of baptisma along with baptizō, we discover that most of
the uses of the words in the gospels refer to the baptism administered by John the
Baptist, with many uses of the verb being found in John’s ‘name’, ‘the one who
baptises’, and a few references to the promise of Jesus baptising with the Holy Spirit
and the reference to Jesus’ and the disciples’ coming suffering (i.e. his and their
deaths). One extra element needs to be noted, though, and that is that John’s gospel
speaks of Jesus (actually his disciples) baptising (4:1–2), but this is not a reference to
the promised baptism with the Spirit—which occurs in that gospel in chapter 20—but
to Jesus following the line taken by John the Baptist (cf. Mark 1:4, 14–15).
Christian baptism starts with Pentecost9 and it is the book of Acts which gives us
most information. Here, however, a principle emerges which may surprise us and it is
that baptism is: (i) administered in the context of Jews (or half-Jews) believing in
Christ; or (ii) where Gentiles come to faith it is the baptism administered by John
which sets the pattern. As I see it, Acts provides no example of a wholesale water
baptism of Gentiles.10
Other than 1 Peter 3:21, all other references to baptism are by Paul and these
provide a fascinating commentary. There are the references in Romans 6, which I
have referred to above, and then a larger number in 1 Corinthians. I will return later to
1 Corinthians chapter 1, but the other references in that letter are somewhat unclear.
Chapter 10 says that Israel of old was ‘baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the
sea’. Chapter 12 speaks of being baptised ‘in the one Spirit . . . into one body’, while
chapter 15 gives us the strange statement about those ‘who receive baptism on behalf
of the dead’. There is the reference to ‘one baptism’ in Ephesians 4:5, which in
context cannot simply be taken to mean you should only be baptised once, but that
there is only one transforming baptism, as there is only one body, one Spirit, one
hope, one Lord, one faith and one God and Father of us all, since the command is to
maintain the unity which the one Spirit has brought. The final reference is to
Colossians 2:12, to which I have referred above.

8 Also, the manuscript evidence is ambiguous, with both baptismos and baptisma being used.
9 See Robinson, The Meaning of Baptism, p. 3.
10 I am not certain whether any significance of this has been noted but, in this context, the references to

baptism in Acts are as follows: Acts 2, they all were Jews (or Proselytes). Acts 8, these Samaritans were the other
‘half’ of original Israel—see Ezekiel 37:15–23. Acts 8, the Ethiopian eunuch was one who: (i) had been ‘to
Jerusalem to worship’, meaning he was either a Jew or a Proselyte; and (ii) given the place of the story in Acts,
was not a Gentile, otherwise the account of Cornelius loses its significance. Acts 10, Cornelius was a Gentile, but
we should also note that he was a ‘God-fearer’ who followed the Jewish hours of prayer, and he was familiar with
‘the message [God] sent to the people of Israel’—which included the ministry of John the Baptist—and Peter’s
explanation of his action of baptising Gentiles is strictly in terms of the ministry of John the Baptist. Acts 16,
Lydia, also a ‘God-fearer’, was baptised, as was the gaoler and his family—he may be an exception to a rule, if
there is one. Acts 18, refers to the Corinthians being baptised, though there is the preceding connection with
Crispus, the leader of the synagogue, a name to which Paul refers in 1 Corinthians 1:14. Acts 19, these ‘disciples’
were almost certainly Jewish.
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THE HEART OF THE ISSUE
It is the language of Paul in 1 Corinthians 1 which demands our attention:
What I mean is that each of you says, ‘I belong to Paul,’ or ‘I belong to Apollos,’ or ‘I belong to
Cephas,’ or ‘I belong to Christ.’ 13 Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were
you baptized in the name of Paul? 14 I thank God that I baptized none of you except Crispus and
Gaius, 15 so that no one can say that you were baptized in my name. 16 (I did baptize also the
household of Stephanas; beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized anyone else.) 17 For Christ
did not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the
cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power. 18 For the message about the cross is foolishness
to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God (1 Cor. 1:12–18).

The context shows us that there are divisions within the church at Corinth and that
they focussed on the ministries of various men, in particular Paul himself, Cephas and
Apollos.11 What stands out is not just the names of three men but also the inclusion of
‘Christ’ in the list in verse 12. While the nature of a group claiming to belong to
Christ is puzzling, as they would all no doubt do the same, Paul’s comment in verse
13 does move into a slightly clearer area.12 ‘Has Christ been divided?’ The answer
must be a resounding ‘No!’13 Neither was Paul crucified for them and they were not
baptised into the name of Paul.
Certain things have to be assumed at this point in the letter, but they are indirectly
explained later. I suggest that we might see this explanation rising in chapter 12. But
first we must see that, by introducing the question of baptism, Paul does so only to put
it in its place. Paul did baptise, but only a few people; Crispus, Gaius and the
household of Stephanas. Crispus was probably the former leader of the synagogue
mentioned in Acts 18:8, while a case can be made out that Gaius was the Titius Justus
referred to in Acts 18:7, in which case he was a ‘God-fearer’ and so associated with
the synagogue in Corinth.14 Paul’s gratitude to God that he baptised so few seems to
indicate that ‘who baptised whom’ quickly became of significance in the church and
that Paul wanted none of that. His task was preaching the gospel and to mix that up
with baptism or techniques of ‘rhetoric’ (a word, lovgo~, logos, of wisdom, v. 17)
would have emptied the cross of Christ.15
The transforming power does not lie in the rite of baptism but in the cross of Christ
and, in particular, in ‘the word of the cross’ (v. 18, note the contrast with the ‘word’
of v. 17). By ‘the word’ (logos) is meant the whole expression, including its rationale,
of the cross of Christ. That expression involves a person being gripped by the work of
the cross and understanding it and so proclaiming it. As such, the word of the cross is
the revelation of the cross at every point, to the speaker personally, to his mind and so
then to his hearers. And it is powerful because as a revelation it is the action of Christ
11 Almost nothing can be said with certainty about these divisions; see Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the
Corinthians (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1987), pp. 55–9 for a summary of the issues.
12 See Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, p. 60.
13 This has to be determined from the context. Only one manuscript, P46, makes the answer definite.
14 F. F. Bruce in Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, p. 62, n. 71. If this is so, then it would
affirm (by no means ‘confirm’) my sense that New Testament water baptism was particularly, though not exclusively, associated with Jewish believers.
15 The addition of ‘of its power’ in the NRSV, RSV and NIV is not supported by the Greek text, even if, with
the support of verse 18, it is the sense.

Ministry School 2009 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au

1.4

Transforming Baptism
through the Spirit. It is, then, the power of God. To include water baptism in the
proclamation is to add a human element to what is totally the action of God.16

HAS CHRIST BEEN DIVIDED?
Later in this school, there will be a session given to the topic: ‘Baptism as Incorporation into the Body of Christ’. The implications of this are immense, as we will see,
and I do not want to anticipate details from that session. But I do suspect that the language of 1 Corinthians 12 does go towards answering Paul’s question in 1 Corinthians
1:13.
His question was not, ‘Has the church been divided?’ since he has already noted
that it is. But in asking if Christ has been divided he is surely noting what he will later
explain, that the believers are ‘in Christ’. To speak of the believers is to speak of Christ,
since they are his body: ‘Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of
it’ (1 Cor. 12:27), ‘in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body’ (1 Cor.
12:13) and that body is Christ (v. 12). Christ and his body are one.
There is a sense in which using the word ‘Christ’ affirms this, and hopefully some
of that will also come out in later sessions, but we should at least here note that
‘Christ’ is a word which is technically an adjective meaning ‘anointed’ and is the
Greek equivalent of the Hebrew ‘Messiah’. While the anointed one was a particular
person, he was far more, for he represents and so expresses the truth of the people of
God.17 As he is, so are we in this world.
But we can go further. When we were baptised into Christ Jesus we were baptised
into his death. It was his death that was effective because he is the Christ, Jesus. We
speak of a substitutionary atonement, which is totally correct, but why is the substitutionary atonement effective? The answer is that it was because the substitutionary
atonement was vicarious. 18 What he did for his body, he did as his body. If we now
walk in newness of life, it is because his resurrection life is our life.
We can also, then, say more concerning the body of Christ into which the Spirit
has brought us. He immersed us into the one body so that we now see ourselves not as
16 Mention should be made of Mark 16:16, ‘The one who believes and is baptized will be saved; but the one

who does not believe will be condemned’. There is no certainty that Mark wrote this, or any of the other two endings associated with his gospel. For a brief summary of the issues of the long ending of Mark, which R. T. France
says has ‘something of a “secondhand” flavour and look[s] like a pastiche of elements drawn from the other
gospels and Acts’, see R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Eerdmans, Grand
Rapids, 2002), pp. 685–8. There is a danger in building an argument on a single text and especially on a text in a
highly doubtful passage, but also on a text which, superficially at least, contradicts other clear statements in the
scriptures.
17 See my paper, ‘Jesus the Messiah: Messianic Truth’ in the 1998 Pastors’ School, The Message of God and
the World.
18 In The Things We Firmly Believe (NCPI, Blackwood, 2nd ed., 1986, p. 105), Geoffrey Bingham incorporates a paragraph of mine:
The Vicarious Theory. This view is an extension of the substitutionary theory. It sees the work of Christ on the Cross
as achieving all that the substitutionary theory has expounded. But it goes further in that it sees that the substitutionary
theory leaves the work of the Atonement as apart from man and his need. In effect, the substitution of Christ for man need
have no result in man. However, the principle of the Atonement was that when Christ died on the Cross, the sinner himself
died. Christ’s death was the sinner’s death. In this way, not only is the conscience of God satisfied, but also the conscience
of the believer.
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individuals but as persons, by which I mean here that if we regard ourselves as individuals we are doing so over against others, in distinction from them. But if as
persons, then we do so by seeing ourselves in union, in relationship with others and in
particular with our head. This is surely Paul’s point in 1 Corinthians 12:14ff. Christ is
not divided so divisions within his body are a contradiction in terms.
This leads us further still, since the language of ‘the body of Christ’ need not be
taken in isolation. Of course the imagery of hands and eyes and so forth makes sense
on its own, but ‘the body’ has a wider connotation:
Wives, be subject to your husbands as you are to the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the wife
just as Christ is the head of the church, the body of which he is the Savior. 24 Just as the church is
subject to Christ, so also wives ought to be, in everything, to their husbands.
25
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, 26 in
order to make her holy by cleansing her with the washing of water by the word, 27 so as to present
the church to himself in splendor, without a spot or wrinkle or anything of the kind—yes, so that
she may be holy and without blemish. 28 In the same way, husbands should love their wives as they
do their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. 29 For no one ever hates his own body,
but he nourishes and tenderly cares for it, just as Christ does for the church, 30 because we are
members of his body. 31 ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be joined to his
wife, and the two will become one flesh.’ 32 This is a great mystery, and I am applying it to Christ
and the church. 33 Each of you, however, should love his wife as himself, and a wife should respect
her husband (Eph. 5:22–33).

In this section the link is made between body, church and bride. What is deeper, the
body of Christ, his bride, is indissolubly joined to him (v. 31). Whatever human aberrations of this we may see around us, this fact remains that when we were baptised
into Christ Jesus we were joined totally to our bridegroom. All we await is the consummation of this when what is true now is fully revealed and freed to be expressed,
without hindrance, in the new heavens and new earth.
Christ’s intention in the atonement was to cleanse his bride (v. 25–27; cf. Ezek.
16:9; 1 Cor. 6:11). The goal of this cleansing is the bride ‘holy and without blemish’.
These words translate the same Greek words found in Ephesians 1:4 (aJgivou~ kai;
ajmwvmou~, hagious kai amōmous), where our being ‘holy and blameless’ is the purpose
of the Father who chose us in Christ for this before the foundation of the world. Thus
Robert Jenson on Jonathan Edwards:
‘To this I say, that the Son is the adequate communication of the Father’s goodness . . . But yet the
Son has also an inclination to communicate himself, in an image of his person that may partake of
his happiness: and this was the end of the creation, even the communication of the happiness of the
Son of God . . . Therefore the church is said to be the completeness of Christ.’ It is as and only as a
factor in the plot of the triune God’s inner life, that God has a need to overflow . . . Edwards is
beautifully simple: ‘The end of the creation of God was to provide a spouse for his Son Jesus
Christ, that might enjoy him and on whom he might pour forth his love . . .’ ‘[H]eaven and earth
were created that the Son of God might be complete in a spouse.’19

In Ephesians 1:22–23 Paul makes the same point. Christ’s lordship is for the church
which is his body. And as his body, which we have seen is his bride, she is the
19 Quoted in Robert W. Jenson, America’s Theologian: A Recommendation of Jonathan Edwards (Oxford

University Press, New York, 1988), p. 42.
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fullness of him who fills all in all. Without her, he has no fullness.20 It is not that he is
deficient, but that God has so determined himself that the bride will fulfil the purpose
of the Father for his Son. The Son of God will be complete in a spouse.

INTO WHAT, THEN, WERE YOU BAPTISED?
Were Paul to pose this question to us, rather than to the Jewish disciples of John the
Baptist, our answer must surely be that we were baptised into Christ Jesus and so we
are now in Christ! Truly our baptism was a burial service, as Romans 6:4 shows. Our
baptism is the formal declaration that we have died and were buried with Christ.
Reports of our death were by no means exaggerated. But forensic as that may be, the
point is that we are dead because we are in Christ Jesus. But given all that has been
said, that must mean that as ‘our old man’21 was crucified (Rom. 6:6), we are now in
Christ and as such are the new creation. The wording of 2 Corinthians 5:17 is dramatic: ‘if anyone [is] in Christ, new creation’. We might say, there is (the) new
creation! The old has passed away—it has been buried—and now has been repristinated as ‘new creation’! Our baptism into Christ was no less transforming than that.
But as the ‘new creation’ (not as a gathering of many little individual new creations)
we have been baptised into our true identity as the bride of Christ. We are in him as
his body, his bride, his fullness, the Father’s purpose for his Son. We have been
immersed into him. He has ‘overwhelmed’ us with his eternal transforming love and
so we have come to our fullness in him.

20 Could it be that gnostic or pre-gnostic notions of plērōma, ‘fullness’, are not so much a background for this
as a counterfeit of this?
21 Our ‘old self’ may be partly in mind, but Paul wrote, ‘our old man’ and the reference is clearly to Adam (so
Rom. 5:12–21) and our participation in him. But now we participate in Christ.
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STUDY 2

Something New Is Here

1

Ian Pennicook
In this paper I want to make some suggestions. The first is that wherever baptism is
discussed, people will think in terms of water baptism. Discussions concerning how
much water is used or who gets wet (or perhaps, who gets slightly damp) are regarded
as nitpicking by all except those involved in the discussion. Two thousand years of
church history cannot, and perhaps should not, be brushed aside as irrelevant. Then I
want to suggest that church history also teaches us how quickly the church drifts from
the core issues of the gospel. The letter to the Galatians is clear evidence of that: ‘I am
astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace of
Christ and are turning to a different gospel’ (Gal. 1:6).2 I want to suggest that because
of that drift from the gospel, we have been saddled with an explanation of baptism
which has grown out of human rationalisations rather than apostolic testimony.
Instead of reading back our doctrinal positions (perhaps at times drawn from
rationalisations of practice) into the text, we must face the possibility that we are
wrong and come humbly to the apostles and ask them to teach us again the first
principles. That may lead us to see that our evaluation of baptism in the New
Testament differs dramatically from what has been and is being taught. Basically,
though, my concern is that, if we are not ourselves gripped by the power of the
apostolic gospel, the tug of the past will still have such strong effects.
Pastorally, baptism can be a very difficult issue. Men in the pastoral ministry in
those denominations baptising infants often have to face the incessant demands of
people outside the church for it to be administered almost at the whim of those
requesting it. In any event, baptism is administered often many years before the
candidate comes to a conscious faith (if ever—realistically it must be said that the
vast majority of those baptised as infants in our churches never show any sign that the
prayer offered at baptism was effective). Those in denominations practising
‘believers’ baptism’,3 while not subject to the same demands from unbelievers, are
not immune from difficulty either. It is not impossible that, for them, baptism can be a
mark of maturity, as if to say, baptism is a step of obedience which one takes,
sometimes many years after becoming a believer.
1 This paper draws heavily on my little booklet, The Baptism of John: Its Significance for the Understanding
of Christian Baptism (NCPI, Blackwood, 1987). When that was written, parts of the church were enmeshed in
controversies concerning baptismal practice, especially questions of re-baptism.
2 Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version.
3 A strange phrase, since, to my knowledge, no group has ever practiced ‘unbelievers’ baptism’.

2.1

Something New Is Here
The New Testament evidence points to neither of these extremes. In the New
Testament, baptism (whatever we mean by it) does not anticipate conversion, neither
does it follow it after a space of some time, either of catechising or maturing. In the
New Testament, baptism seems to be virtually identified with regeneration, as for
example when Saul was instructed to ‘Get up, be baptized, and have your sins washed
away, calling on his name’ (Acts 22:16; cf. 2:21).
An examination of church history is of little help in an attempt to come to some
solution. It is easy to see how certain practices have arisen, and to judge them as
wrong, per se, would show a profound lack of understanding on our part. But
nevertheless we do find that our approach to the subject of baptism is significantly
clouded by the practices in which we engage. The purpose of this study is to approach
the subject as far as possible without the preconceptions which our confessional
theology and church practice impose upon us. Of course neutrality is not possible. So,
for the present, the aim is not to justify any position at all. I do not wish to defend any
position because simply we might all be wrong. Only a careful and, as far as possible,
unbiased examination of scripture will help us to come to a conclusion.

THE SEPTUAGINT
In the previous paper for this school, I set out the Greek words used for baptism in the
scriptures.4 What is plain from that examination of those words is that nothing in the
Old Testament scriptures leads us to expect or understand what we encounter in the
New Testament.

RITUAL WASHINGS
The New Testament uses two related nouns, baptisma and baptismos. The former is
the word used for ‘baptism’. The latter is used four times only—in Mark 7:4,
Hebrews 6:2 and 9:10, and Colossians 2:12. In Mark 7:4 and Hebrews 9:10 the
reference is clearly to ritual cleansings under the Old Covenant, and we see from
Mark 7:4 that these were not necessarily bodily cleansings either: ‘and they do not eat
anything from the market unless they wash it; and there are also many other traditions
that they observe, the washing [literally, baptisms, baptismou;~, baptismous] of cups,
pots, and bronze kettles’.
In Hebrews 6:2 the reference is not so clear: ‘ . . . instruction about [baptismw§n,
baptismōn]’. The NRSV, NIV, ASV and AV all transliterate the word as ‘baptisms’,
while the RSV translates it as ‘ablutions’ and the NASB as ‘washings’. The RV
translates the phrase as ‘of the teaching of baptisms’, but gives the marginal (i.e.
preferred) translation of ‘washings’. It does seem likely that this is a reference to the
ritual washings of Judaism (cf. e.g. Exod. 19:10; 30:18–20; Lev. 15:8; etc.). In New
Testament times, ritual washing was a significant feature of the life of many in
Judaism, particularly among the more rigorous Essenes. The ‘baths’ are quite
4 See pages 1–3 in study 1.
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prominent in the excavations at Qumran, and also at Masada which was by no means
an Essene establishment.
It may be, then, that these ritual washings provide some sort of antecedent to the
New Testament practice of baptism. However, the dramatic quality of the New
Testament practice is quite distinct from the legal stipulations of the Old Testament
and of later Judaism. Furthermore, it is conspicuous that the New Testament uses an
entirely new word (baptisma is unknown prior to the New Testament) to describe
baptism, and baptismos to describe the Old Testament ritual washings, which includes
the practices of first century Judaism. It seems that we could conclude from the
particular use of the words, and from what we know of Old Testament practices, that
there are no definable antecedents to New Testament baptism in the Old Testament.

CIRCUMCISION
It is not at all uncommon to hear circumcision described as the theological antecedent
to baptism, and in particular to the baptism of infants.5 Notions of ‘covenant’ are
brought forward to justify the practice but, without at this point going into detail, it
ought to be said that this type of argument is guilty of ignoring the essential nature of
the New Covenant. Just as one became a member of Israel and an inheritor of
covenant blessings by birth, so one becomes a member of the people of the New
Covenant by birth, but it is re-birth: one must be born of the Spirit and not of the flesh
(John 1:12–13; 3:3–8). Under the Old Covenant, the physical sign of the physical
kingdom was circumcision. Under the New Covenant, the sign of the spiritual
kingdom is itself spiritual, namely the gift of the Holy Spirit (Eph. 1:13–14; 4:30).
In terms of the covenant, the line is drawn directly from circumcision to the gift of
the Holy Spirit. Even if New Testament water baptism does relate in some way to the
baptism with the Holy Spirit, as it certainly does (see Matt. 3:11; etc.), it still provides
no antecedent for New Testament baptismal practice in the rite of circumcision. This,
of course, is obvious from the total failure of the New Testament (and indeed in
Galatians it is total refusal!) to make the connection.

THE BAPTISM OF JOHN
If it is true that the canonical history of Israel provides no discernible antecedent for
baptism, how are we to explain the remarkable appearance of John the Baptist? The
New Testament virtually commences with a practice which we have not previously
encountered but which is presented, for John at least, as a very sensible and
appropriate activity. There is no hint that the crowds found John at all quaint. On the
contrary, almost the whole social spectrum is represented in his audience which was
present ejpi; to; bavptisma (epi to baptisma, for the baptism, Matt. 3:7), baptisqhvnai
(baptisthēnai, to be baptised, Luke 3:7).

5 Even if it were the antecedent, it would still not explain the New Testament practice which, in form, is so

completely different.
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My approach from this point will be to examine Matthew chapter 3 (and its
parallels) with the aim of understanding the role of John the Baptist. This is necessary
if for no other reason than that John himself, as well as Jesus, regarded the work of
John as in some way preparatory and possibly even definitive for the work of the
Messiah (cf. Matt. 3:1–2; Acts 1:4–5; 11:16; etc.).
Verse one: John is introduced by his title oJ baptisth;~ (ho baptistēs, the Baptist).
Mark calls him oJ baptivzwn (ho baptizōn, the baptizer). It is conspicuous that neither
Matthew nor Mark mention the birth of John. As far as their narratives are concerned,
John is simply introduced without any word of explanation. This is in contrast to Luke
who, in 3:2, calls him ‘John [the] son of Zechariah’. The titles used by Matthew and
Mark are no doubt intended to indicate the immediate association of the man with his
main activity from the very beginning. However, it is conspicuous that in the angelic
announcement to Zechariah and in Zechariah’s later prophetic outburst (Luke 1:13–
17, 67–79) it is the content and not the form of John’s ministry which is paramount.
John’s work was principally one of proclamation.
Verse two: John’s message was simple: ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come
near’. Repentance is literally ‘after thought’, then ‘a change of mind’. Of course the
lexicon meaning of the word does not exhaust the meaning of John’s exhortation. To
repent is to actively repudiate all that is ungodly in the past and all that is associated
with it in the present, which by implication means that all the past and all the present
comes under judgement since there is no point at which sin is not pervasive and
active. Clearly, the other side of the coin to repentance is faith. If men and women are
brought to repentance, that is to repudiate all that is ungodly in their lives, there is no
alternative than to cry out to God for forgiveness and to trust him totally.6 The reason
for John’s appeal is the imminent appearing of the kingdom of heaven. For those who
do not repent it will be a day of wrath (v. 7) and that day is already dawning (v. 10).
John’s message is, then, one of great urgency. Mark’s version is: ‘John the baptizer
appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of
sins’ (Mark 1:4). ‘[F]or the forgiveness of sins’ is eij~ a[fesin aJmartiw§n (eis aphesin
hamartiōn), which would make sense as, ‘with a view to the forgiveness of sins’,
meaning that when the kingdom comes7 you who have repented and been baptised
will have forgiveness.
Verse three: The reason John speaks as he does is that he is the fulfilment of Isaiah’s
prophecy: ‘A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make
straight in the desert a highway for our God”’(40:3).
We must for a moment consider Isaiah’s purpose, which at first sight seems
somewhat different from John’s. John is warning of coming judgement, Isaiah is
prophesying coming salvation.

6 Hence Paul said, ‘For godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation and brings no regret, but

worldly grief produces death’ (2 Cor. 7:10). If it is genuine repentance, that is a gift (Acts 5:31; 11:18), since by
the law of Moses, God is ‘shutting men up to faith’ (cf. Gal. 3:23).
7 The Lord’s Prayer, though taken as a general prayer for all generations, is most likely directed to this
situation. ‘Your kingdom come’ is the prayer of the penitent, and it is the message of the post-Pentecost
documents, Acts to Revelation, that the kingdom has indeed come.
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C. H. Dodd, in his famous little book, According to the Scriptures, makes the
significant point that the method of biblical study employed in the New Testament:
. . . included, first, the selection of certain large sections of the Old Testament scriptures, especially
from Isaiah, Jeremiah and certain minor prophets, and from the Psalms. These sections were
understood as wholes, and particular verses or sentences were quoted from them rather as pointers
to the whole context than as constituting testimonies in and for themselves . . . it is the total context
that is in view, and is the basis of the argument.8

We must, then, examine the context of any Old Testament quotation or allusion,
and in particular, by Matthew’s reference to Isaiah 40:3,9 the first five verses of Isaiah
40. When we examine Isaiah 40 and then measure the ministry of John against it, we
conclude that Matthew’s application of Isaiah 40:3 to John is not primarily with the
aim of making John a harbinger of judgement. The primary reference is that not
judgement but deliverance is coming. The voice in the wilderness is preparing the
afflicted people for a new exodus, and so he is speaking as the deliverer’s prophet.
The coming of the kingdom may mean a day of wrath for the impenitent, but for ‘the
poor in spirit’ it is a rich blessing (5:3). How does someone ‘prepare the way of the
Lord’ or ‘make straight in the desert a highway for our God’? The answer, according
to Isaiah, is by a radical change (40:4):
Every valley shall be lifted up,
and every mountain and hill be made low;
the uneven ground shall become level,
and the rough places a plain.

John’s word for this radical transformation is ‘repent’. John the Baptist and the
prophecy of Isaiah are then in complete harmony.10
Verse four: John’s preparatory, prophetic role is reinforced by his appearance. He is
obviously in the prophetic line of Elijah (2 Kings 1:7–8). His food was indicative of a
desert dweller.11 The similarity of John the Baptist to Elijah was more than physical.
In what is probably the final prophetic utterance of the Old Testament, Malachi 4:1–6,
there is a reference to the reappearance of Elijah:

8 C. H. Dodd, According to the Scriptures (Fontana, London, 1952), p. 126—emphases his.
9 Luke quotes vv. 3–5, Mark conflates Isa. 40:3 with Mal. 3:1, and in John 1:23 it is John the Baptist who

applies Isa. 40:3 to himself.
10 This is in contrast, e.g. with Claus Westermann, among others, who said:
Although we must therefore resign ourselves to the fact that ‘the voice of one crying in the wilderness’ as applied to John the
Baptist does not exactly correspond to the Old Testament text which it cites, the quotation, with its differences from the
original, has nevertheless something to tell us. It shows that, as a general rule, in dealing with citations of the Old Testament
in the New, we must never set the New Testament version, its precise wording and meaning, directly over against the Old
Testament original, but must take account of the whole road over which, through translation and other processes in tradition,
the words of the Old Testament had travelled up to the point where they took on the meaning given them in the New (Isaiah
40–66, Old Testament Library, SCM, London, 1969, pp. 37f.).

Westermann’s approach means, of course, that exegesis is always dependent on ‘scholarship’, since the history
of translation and tradition will not be the area of expertise for most who read the Scriptures.
11 Some have suggested that John’s desert experiences were associated in some way with the Qumran
community—certainly they were in the same general area—and adduce theological similarities as proofs.
Nevertheless there are significant dissimilarities also.
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Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the LORD comes. 6 He will
turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to their parents, so that I will
not come and strike the land with a curse (Mal. 4:5–6).

To understand John the Baptist, therefore, it is necessary to understand also what
Malachi is saying concerning the reappearance of Elijah. He is saying that the covenant has largely been broken (cf. Jer. 31:31ff.) and that one is coming who represents
the God of the covenant:
See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will
suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight—indeed, he is
coming, says the LORD of hosts. 2 But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand
when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap . . . (Mal. 3:1–2).12

For those who persist in disobedience, that day will come as a day of destruction:
Then I will draw near to you for judgment; I will be swift to bear witness against the sorcerers,
against the adulterers, against those who swear falsely, against those who oppress the hired workers
in their wages, the widow and the orphan, against those who thrust aside the alien, and do not fear
me, says the LORD of hosts (Mal. 3:5).
See, the day is coming, burning like an oven, when all the arrogant and all evildoers will be stubble;
the day that comes shall burn them up, says the LORD of hosts, so that it will leave them neither root
nor branch (Mal. 4:1).

The similarity to John the Baptist’s words in Matthew 3:12 can hardly be overlooked.
For the faithful, the dawning of the day of the Lord will be a rich delight:
But for you who revere my name the sun of righteousness shall rise, with healing in its wings. You
shall go out leaping like calves from the stall. 3 And you shall tread down the wicked, for they will
be ashes under the soles of your feet, on the day when I act, says the LORD of hosts (Mal. 4:2–3).

It is this note of healing, rejoicing, and deliverance from the wicked that we have
already observed in Isaiah’s prophecy. The messenger tells of coming deliverance.
But the coming deliverance is not for those who presume on the goodness of God. On
the contrary, the messenger has this to say:
Remember the teaching [law] of my servant Moses, the statutes and ordinances that I commanded
him at Horeb for all Israel (Mal. 4:4).

God’s command, through his Elijah, is that Israel should return to the covenant and
resubmit itself to the statutes and ordinances. Thus, John the Baptist was like every
other prophet whom God had sent to Israel; his task was to recall the people to the
covenant. It made little difference that the prophetic voice had been silent for about
four hundred years; the role which John was fulfilling already had its parameters
clearly defined.
Verse six: The crowds did more than hear John; they responded to his call by being
baptised. Their baptism was closely associated with his preaching. Mark says that
John was ‘proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins’ (1:4). The
12 Recall Mark’s use of this passage in reference to John the Baptist (Mark 1:2).
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command to repent was at the same time a command to be baptised. It is also noted
that the baptism of the crowds was accompanied by the confession of sins. But is the
relationship of baptism and the confession of sins a necessary one, or is it conditioned
by other factors?
If we recall that the central feature of Elijah’s ministry (according to Malachi) was
to call people to submission to the law of Moses, then we may perhaps draw the
conclusion that the fundamental feature of the baptism which John was administering
was not the confession of sin but submission to the law. This does not exclude
confession, but it does relegate it to a secondary role—that is: (i) baptism is submission to the law of Moses; and (ii) confession of sin is an obligation upon those whom
the law condemns. It is the law and not baptism which requires confession!
A brief return to the subject of antecedents is due here. Though there may be no
canonical antecedents to New Testament baptism, there may quite possibly be some
extracanonical evidence, namely in the Jewish practice of proselyte baptism.
F. F. Bruce says:
A further analogy to John’s baptism may be sought in the practice of Jewish proselyte baptism. A
Gentile who was converted to Judaism had to be circumcised (if he was a male) and to offer a
special sacrifice in the Temple (while it stood), and also to undergo a ceremonial bath. The date
when this bath or self baptism was instituted is disputed, but as it was a matter of debate between
the school of Shammai and the school of Hillel it must have antedated the fall of Jerusalem and
goes back at least to the beginning of the Christian era. Some members of the school of Hillel went
so far as to maintain—for the sake of the argument, but hardly in practice—that it was by this
baptism rather than by circumcision that a Gentile became a Jew.13

Oscar Cullmann, writing of proselyte baptism, says:
It may be held as certain that John the Baptist is involved in this practice; but at the same time he
introduced the revolutionary and—in Jewish eyes—scandalous innovation, that he demanded this
baptism not only from heathen but from all circumcised Jews . . . 14

This means that John was treating all and sundry as outside the covenant. No one has
the right to claim membership of the covenant people on the basis of physical descent
(cf. Matt. 3:7–9). Furthermore, John was saying that submission to the law of the
covenant will always result in consistent actions: ‘Bear fruit worthy of repentance’
(Matt. 3:8).
Verse ten: Because of the impending arrival of the kingdom, baptism may not be
postponed with impunity.
Verse eleven: Submission to the law of Moses and hence to the God of the covenant,
as expressed in baptism, is not the conclusion of the affair; it only prefigures the
baptism which the coming one, the Lord (v. 3), will administer. The precise meaning
of baptism ‘with the Holy Spirit’ is not spelled out here. Apart from the various
prophetic references to this work of the Spirit in the Old Testament, we do not know

13 F. F. Bruce, New Testament History, Anchor, New York, 1969, p. 156.
14 Oscar Cullmann, Baptism in the New Testament, trans. J. K. S. Reid, SCM, London, 1978, p. 62.
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what ‘baptism with the Holy Spirit’ looks like until it actually happens to Jesus and
then later, at Pentecost, to the new people of God.

BAPTISM AS SUBMISSION—THE ILLUSTRATION
If my conclusion about baptism as submission to the law of Moses is correct, then
we ought to expect to see future baptisms corresponding to the pattern. Matthew
immediately provides us with an illustration (the illustration) in 3:13–17, the baptism
of Jesus.
Verse fifteen: Why was Jesus baptised? If the essential feature of baptism was
confession of sin and repentance (however much they may be essential to John’s
proclamation) then clearly Jesus ought not to have been baptised. Some have
suggested that Jesus simply identified himself with those he came to save. But surely
that involves a certain amount of deception; he was not a partaker of sinful flesh and
the point of identification was not here but at the Cross, when he bore the sin of the
world.
The solution lies in the nature of baptism as signifying submission to the law of
God, which to Israel (the Jews) meant the law of Moses. To the guilty, it goes without
saying that this implies repentance and confession with a view to the forgiveness of
sin; to Jesus, quite naturally it need imply no such thing. Indeed, we would be quite
shocked to read that Jesus was baptised ‘confessing his sins’. Jesus’ baptism refers
only to his complete submission to God. Jesus submitted to the redemptive plan and
purpose of God which was to be worked out through him. Furthermore, Jesus is
‘Israel my son’ who alone is God’s faithful covenant partner.15 All the purposes of
God are to be fulfilled in and through him. Thus Jesus said, ‘it is fitting for us to fulfil
all righteousness’ (RSV). Baptism does not ‘fulfil all righteousness’, nor is it, at this
point in any event, an act of special obedience. That which ‘fulfil[s] all righteousness’
is the total submission of Israel (in Jesus the anointed one, the Christ/Messiah) to the
demands of the covenant. It ought also to be kept in mind that submission, although
calling on a person for holiness, also brought him into the operative sphere of
forgiveness where that was needed (Exod. 34:6–7; etc.).
One further instance can be presented to confirm the conclusion that baptism refers
to submission; this time, however, as an indication of the operation of the New
Covenant. In Acts 2:21 Peter quotes the prophet Joel, ‘Then everyone who calls on
the name of the Lord shall be saved’. To call on the name of the Lord implies
submission to that name. However, Peter’s conclusion to his ‘sermon’ is, in Acts 2:36,
that ‘God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified’. The
Lord to whom submission must be made is none other than the crucified Jesus. Only
one response is possible to those in fear of judgement (Acts 2:37, ‘Brothers, what
should we do?’), namely, ‘Repent, and be baptized’ (Acts 2:38), that is, submit. This
time, though, submission is not to the law of Moses but to the Lord Jesus.

15 Compare Matt. 2:15, ‘Out of Egypt have I called my son’, which in Hosea 11:1 refers to Israel, while here

it directly refers to Jesus; of course, both are true.
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CONCLUSION
It is not at all hard to see, then, how it is that in the New Testament baptism is
immediately associated with conversion and with all that is involved in it. As the
expression of submission to the Lordship of Jesus Christ it is the expression of
conversion and rebirth. Nor is it hard to see why baptism is most commonly
administered to Jews or to people closely associated with them, as I observed in the
previous paper. The only antecedent to the command to baptise in Matthew 28 is the
practice of John the Baptist.
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STUDY 3

In Adam: Created and Fallen
Sam Bleby

OUR TOPIC AND BAPTISM
It may at first instance seem strange that, in a school on baptism, we should spend
time looking at matters of Adam, the creation and the fall. Given a desire for a deeper
understanding of baptism and an Old Testament at hand, surely a consideration of the
flood, or the exodus through the Red Sea would bear more fruit. At least in these
accounts there are people in saving proximity to water! Such an investigation would
indeed bear fruit, but I’d suggest that there is nothing more fundamental to our understanding of baptism than what it means to be in Adam, both as he was created, and as
he came to be in his fallen state. We cannot know what it means to be baptised into
Christ if we do not first know what it means to have been born into Adam. Without
such an understanding there is no rationale for the need for baptism, and there cannot
be a full appreciation of its grace-filled work in the very essence of who we are.

IN ADAM
That the story of Adam1 tells us anything at all about baptism, and more personally, our baptism, is only the case because the creation account is not a distant story
about distant people doing distant things. As the New Testament authors, particularly
Paul, reflected upon the first three chapters of Genesis, they saw scripture that spoke
to us about ourselves, scripture that set out who we are and how it is we relate to our
world and to each other (Matt. 19:3–6; Rom. 5:12–21; 1 Cor. 15:22, 45–49). They
saw in it an intimate story of us. Thus when we hear of our relationship to Adam in
1 Corinthians 15:22, we discover that Paul uses the most intimate language possible.
We are not distantly related to Adam, we are in him: ‘all die in Adam’ (1 Cor. 15:22).2
Indeed, we can discern from this that the story is not of passing interest to a select
few, but crucially affects every person who has ever lived, for ‘all die in Adam’.
1 Adam in the Hebrew has an inherent, and I believe purposeful, ambiguity in its meaning. The Hebrew word

md;a; (adam) can mean ‘humanity’ or ‘mankind’ as it clearly does in Gen. 1:26–27, or operate as a more particular

‘the man’ (Gen. 2:22), or indeed be used as a proper name, as it certainly is in Gen. 5:3. In light of this, I will
similarly move between these meanings throughout this paper.
2 Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version.
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What It Means to be ‘in Adam’
So what does it mean to be ‘in Adam’? In all of scripture, there is only one explicit
reference to being ‘in Adam’, and that is in the scripture just quoted, 1 Corinthians
15:22. Therefore in order to come to an understanding of what it means to be ‘in
Adam’, we essentially need a biblical theology of being ‘in’ someone. As we look at
scripture, we discover that by far the greatest number of references to being ‘in’
someone are references to being ‘in Christ’ (e.g. Phil. 1:1; Gal. 1:22; 1 Cor 1:4).3
What we end up with, then, is a biblical theology of being ‘in Christ’ which we then
apply to what it means to be ‘in Adam’. In the first instance, it may appear that this
approach is backwards, that a proper direction of inference would be from Adam to
Christ. But scripture itself does not speak this way. Romans 5:14 speaks of Adam as
being ‘a type of the one who was to come [Christ]’. The relationship we have to
Adam, that is, being in him, is typical of our relationship to Christ. The nature of our
relationship to Adam therefore has its source in our relationship to Christ. Karl Barth,
commenting on this typological relationship, puts it this way:
The relationship between Adam and us reveals not the primary but only the secondary anthropological truth and ordering principle. The primary anthropological truth and ordering principle,
which only mirrors itself in that relationship [the relationship between Adam and us], is made clear
only through the relationship between Christ and us.4

That being ‘in Adam’ is only a mirror, a type, of the relationship between us and
Christ should give us some pause in blithely extrapolating about being in Adam from
the relationship between Christ and us. The Greek word for ‘type’ in this passage—
tuvpo" (tupos)—originally meant ‘the impression made by striking something’.5
Therefore Adam will not embody the fullness of who Christ is, and nor will us being
‘in Adam’ fully express the relationship designated by us being ‘in Christ’. Drawing
inferences from what it means to be ‘in Christ’ as a source for what it means to be ‘in
Adam’ needs to be done with care, yet they can be drawn. The fact that Adam and
Christ are paralleled in scripture on a number of occasions would also seem to give
permission for such inferences (see particularly Rom. 5:12–21; 1 Cor. 15:22, 42–53).
Others will flesh out for us more fully what it means to be in Christ; my intention
here is only to draw out briefly what it means to be ‘in’ someone, giving general
conclusions from the scriptural data regarding being ‘in Christ’. From that data it is
noted that being in Christ affects our:

3 There are over ninety such references. The only other similar use of the concept of being ‘in’ someone is
Gen. 18:18, where all the nations are blessed in Abraham; and Ps. 72:17 where again the nations are blessed in
him—referring to a Davidic king—and therefore is likely to be another reference to the Messiah or Christ.
4 Karl Barth, Christ and Adam: Man and Humanity in Romans 5 (Oliver & Boyd, Edinburgh, 1956), p. 6. See
also J. E. Colwell, in his article, ‘The Fall’ in S. B. Ferguson and D. F. Wright (eds), New Dictionary of Theology
(InterVarsity Press, Leicester, 2000), p. 250. He writes:
Perhaps the most helpful aspect of Barth’s contribution (and Calvin’s) is the determination to argue from Christ to Adam
rather than from Adam to Christ. It is only from the perspective of our inclusion in the righteousness of Christ and its
consequences in terms of justification and sanctification that we can comprehend the reality of our inclusion in the sin of
Adam with its consequences of guilt, death and total depravity. Our inclusion in Adam may be ‘chronologically’ prior to
our inclusion in Christ, but noetically the roles are reversed.
5 Douglas Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1996, p. 334.
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• Relationship to God: In Christ we are made children of God (Gal. 3:26),
brought near to God (Eph. 2:13), and the relationship is characterised by blessing (Gal. 3:14; Eph. 1:3).
• Nature: In Christ we are righteous (2 Cor. 5:21), sanctified (1 Cor. 1:2), and
free (Gal. 2:4). We bear the image of Christ (1 Cor. 15:49). It also means a
fundamental change in ‘being’, for those in Christ are a new creation (2 Cor.
5:17).
• Action: We are in Christ if we walk as he walked (1 John 2:5–6). Thus our
actions are a fundamental part of being ‘in’ someone.
• Judicial status before God: In Christ we are redeemed (Rom. 3:24; Gal. 3:13–
14; Eph. 1:7), reconciled (2 Cor. 5:19), forgiven (Eph. 1:7; 4:32), justified (Gal.
2:16), saved (2 Tim. 2:10) and there is no condemnation (Rom. 8:1).
There is of course much more that can be said (and will be said by others at this
school!) regarding being in Christ, but what is enumerated above is enough to infer
that being ‘in Adam’ means that our relationship with God will be wrapped up in him,
our nature will be derived from him, our status before God will be affected by him,
and our actions will be his actions.6 This, in broad terms, is what it means to be ‘in
Adam’. To understand more particularly what it means to be ‘in Adam’, we must turn
to what it means to be in Adam as he was created, and what it means to be in Adam
after the fall.

ADAM AS HE WAS CREATED
The first thing to say of Adam was that he was created by God and therefore a
creature of God. It is a fairly obvious statement, but without it we cannot begin to
speak about who Adam is. He is only who he is in relationship to God. His
relationship to God is determined by the fact of his creatureliness. God is his Creator
and therefore his Lord. As much might be said of all creation, but God is the intimate
Creator of Adam. Where the rest of creation spun into being by a word, Adam was
intimately fashioned by his Maker and enlivened by the very breath of God (Gen.
2:7). More than simply being a creature of God, Adam is the creature of God par
excellence. He is not just part of the creation, but its pinnacle:7
When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,
the moon and the stars that you have established;
what are human beings that you are mindful of them,
mortals [literally: the Son of Adam/man] that you care for them?
Yet you have made them a little lower than God,
and crowned them with glory and honor (Ps. 8:3–5).

6 Martin Bleby, speaking about being baptised into Christ, says: ‘it is to be caught up into the character,
purpose and action of the one into whom we have been baptised’ (M. Bleby, The Gift of God: Baptism and the
Lord’s Supper as Sacraments of the Cross, NCPI, Blackwood, 2007, pp. 36f.). One might say of being in Adam
that it is to be caught up into the character, purpose and action of the one in whom we are born.
7 Gordon Wenham, Genesis 1–15, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 1, Word, Waco, 1987, pp. 27, 38.

Ministry School 2009 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au

3.3

In Adam: Created and Fallen
As the psalmist considers what seem to be the greatest wonders of the creation, the
greatest wonder of it all is that humanity is above even the heavens in glory and
honour. God creates Adam—humanity as male and female—as the last of his acts of
creation and the culmination of all his works.
As the pinnacle of his creation, God also crowned Adam with his own image:
Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind [Heb. adam] in our image, according to our likeness . . .’
So God created humankind [Heb. adam] in his image,
in the image of God he created them [Heb. him];
male and female he created them (Gen. 1:26–27).

Adam, humanity in its fullness as male and female, is given what no other part of all
the creation is given—God’s image. This too is actually a picture of the intimacy we
have with God. Our very nature and being is formed and infused with God-likeness.
To try and define this, tying it down as it has been in the past to our rationality, or to
our ethical and cognitive aspects, or to our ability to relate to God,8 would be to limit
the image of God in us. Scripture does not limit it, scripture never really gives us the
detailed content of what being in God’s image entails. Aspects of what the image
must include can be inferred from scripture, and it is enormously useful to reflect on
these, but always with the understanding that more than we can say is found in our
imaging of God. In the end, Geoffrey Bingham’s statement on the image of God is
perhaps the most useful:
‘Everything that God is, man is like that, but then anything that God is, man is none of that.’ That is
to say, ‘God is God, and man is man’. Man reflects God, but is not God.9

To explore and flesh out what this means is for another paper, but for the moment it is
enough that we note three things.
Firstly, that being in God’s image does not just suit us for relationship with God,
but makes relationship with God essential. A mirror can only reflect that which has
drawn near. We can only really image God as we delight in his presence. Part of
imaging God is reflecting his character,10 and we can only really reflect his character
as we know him. Likewise, as our nature conforms to his, such a relationship is
necessarily one characterised by blessing. Thus his first action in relationship is to
bless—‘So God created humankind . . . God blessed them’ (Gen. 1:27–28). To say
that we are in the image of God is to say that we are in relationship with him.
Secondly, being in the image of God also puts us in relationship with one another.
As God is triune, and relates within himself—‘Let us make humankind in our [own]
image’ (Gen. 1:26)—so Adam too relates within his humanity as man and woman.
Likewise it has implications for the way in which we relate to one another beyond the
unity we have as man and woman:
Whoever sheds the blood of a human,
by a human shall that person’s blood be shed;
for in his own image God made humankind (Gen. 9:6).
8 Sinclair B. Ferguson, ‘Image of God’, in New Dictionary of Theology, pp. 328f.
9 Geoffrey Bingham, I, The Man! NCPI, Blackwood, 1983, pp. 15f.
10 Ian Pennicook, The Glorious Image of God, NCPI, Blackwood, 2008, p. 10.
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That we are in the image of God gives us a preciousness that our relationships with
each other should reflect.
Thirdly, being in the image of God also puts us in relationship with the rest of
creation. As God’s image-bearer, Adam’s first and primary office is that of dominion
over the creation (Gen. 1:26).11 Not as something he does independent of his relationship with God, but within the context of that relationship—as God’s image-bearer, he
is his representative to the creation, not his replacement. 12
Adam, humanity, is therefore glorious beyond all else in creation. God has intimately created him, crowned him with his image, blessed him in relationship with
God and within his own humanity, and set him above all the world as its lord in
conformity with his own Lordship. This is Adam as he was created.

IN ADAM: CREATED
To what extent are we ‘in Adam’ as he was created? If we return to the four
spheres that we discerned earlier of what it means to be biblically ‘in’ someone, we
can move somewhere towards an answer to the question. As we have seen, his
relationship to God was intimate (Gen. 2:7); that God would speak with Adam
personally indicates God was relationally near (Gen. 1:28–30; 2:16–17). Indeed this
closeness of relationship was such that Adam could be described as God’s son, and
therefore knew God as Father (Luke 3:38). In nature, Adam was righteous, free, and
fully and perfectly imaging God. His actions were in complete conformity with the
will of God, and there was therefore at this stage no question of humanity’s judicial
status before God, as God and humanity lived in unbroken love. Clearly, if this is
what it means to be ‘in Adam’ as he was created, we are not in him. Something has
intervened between Adam as he was created and Adam as we now experience life in
him. That something was of course the fall.

The Fall and Being ‘in Adam’ as Created
Adam was created good and free. He was created good in the perfection of his
relationship with God and the creation (in which his natural state is obedience to
God), and free in that he was given the dignity of the ability to choose to remain in his
natural relationship of trust and obedience. Provided with everything that he needed in
the abundance of Eden, he was also provided with the grace of God’s command that
both delineated and gave him his freedom:
You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil
you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die (Gen. 2:16–17).

There is no obedience without command, and there is no freedom in relationship with
God in this world without the opportunity to trust his word and wilfully submit to
him. Thus ‘the tree of the knowledge of good and evil’ was not an ambivalent part of
11 Dominion was of course not simply Adam’s station and office, but also his blessing from God—see v. 28.
12 See Gordon Wenham, Genesis 1–15, pp. 30–1; and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Creation and Temptation (SCM

Pr., London, 1966 [1937]), p. 38.
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an otherwise good creation—a temptation full of dark possibilities—but an integral
part of what makes the creation ‘very good’. Indeed the tree is another opportunity for
Adam to celebrate his nature as a dependent creature of God.
Yet this is precisely what Adam failed to do. He wanted to be more than God’s
creature, he wanted to go beyond dependent trust in his word. Adam, humanity,
wanted to choose for himself what was good and evil, and so be ‘as God’. Adam was
already in God’s likeness and image, but he wanted more. In eating of the tree he had
been forbidden, he sought to claim all that he imaged, all God’s authority and powers,
for himself, and so marred the image because he no longer wanted to image God but
be God. The serpent said ‘you will be like God’—Adam was already like him in his
image, but he wanted to be like him in his essence, that is, to be God.
In this Adam denied his true nature as a creature of God and reached for the
absurdity of trying to be something he was not. Such a denial was also an act of
rebellion against the one who made Adam who he was. It broke the relationship of
trust and dependence between humanity and God and therefore fundamentally altered
Adam’s being. We said earlier that Adam is who he is only in relationship to God,
and therefore as that relationship fundamentally changes, so too does Adam.
It’s important to note, however, that this doesn’t make Adam an entirely new
creation, utterly stripped of his nature as created. All that he was made he still is. For
all his attempt to be other, he remains a creature, created by God. There is nothing
that Adam can do to alter the historical and ontological fact of his creation by God.
Hence the absurdity of denying his creatureliness. Adam remains in God’s image,
even after the fall (Gen. 5:1–5; 9:4–6; James 3:9). Adam still has dominion over the
earth. Even after the fall, the psalmist can say of humanity that:
You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;
you have put all things under their feet,
all sheep and oxen,
and also the beasts of the field,
the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea,
whatever passes along the paths of the seas (Ps. 8:6–8).

Adam’s dominion after the fall remains and is not in the slightest abrogated by his
rebellion. The other blessings of God in relationship to Adam also remain—he will
still be fruitful and fill the earth.
In all this we are ‘in Adam’ and partakers of his created glory. We, too, are God’s
creatures and therefore necessarily have the dignity of being in relationship with him
as our Lord, however much we deny it:
For thus says the LORD,
who created the heavens
(he is God!),
who formed the earth and made it
(he established it;
he did not create it a chaos,
he formed it to be inhabited!):
I am the LORD, and there is no other (Isa. 45:18).
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It is by virtue of his acts of creation that he is Lord of the creation and thus it remains
true even after the fall that he is our Lord. Likewise we remain in his image, and this
continues to give us a preciousness that makes our lives sacred:
Whoever sheds the blood of a human,
by a human shall that person’s blood be shed;
for in his own image God made humankind (Gen. 9:6).

We also share in Adam’s dominion. The environmental movements of our time often
seek to emphasise that we are part of the world and are not over it, yet it is only
because we have dominion over the world that the good and right call to properly care
for it makes any sense at all. Lastly, we also continue in God’s blessing to be fruitful
and multiply, as the astonishing increase in the world’s population in the last fifty
years bears testimony.13
As people ‘in Adam’ we share in his created glories. They should never be underestimated or belittled. We are of immense value and we have an unparalleled dignity
and power within the creation. All that Adam was made he still is. Yet it is also true
that none of what he was made remains unperverted. That we retain these created
glories of Adam after the fall simply serves to make the fall all the more terrible and
powerful in its awful effects. For these great powers are turned against God and are
perverted from their created goodness.

IN ADAM: FALLEN
If being ‘in’ someone affects our relationship with God, our nature, our actions and
our judicial status before God, we should expect that being ‘in Adam’ in his fallen
state will catch us up—or perhaps more properly will drag us down—into all these
things as they stand in the fallen Adam.

Relationship with God
Whereas the relationship between God and Adam in his original created glory was
marked by intimacy, it is no longer the experience of those ‘in Adam’. Just as Adam
and Eve tried to hide from God after their act of disobedience (Gen. 3:8), so too those
who are ‘in Adam’ naturally seek to hide from his face:
Then the kings of the earth and the magnates and the generals and the rich and the powerful, and
everyone, slave and free, hid in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains, calling to the
mountains and rocks, ‘Fall on us and hide us from the face of the one seated on the throne and from
the wrath of the Lamb; for the great day of their wrath has come, and who is able to stand?’ (Rev.
6:15–17).

The relationship has been blighted by sin to such an extent that such intimacy is not
only no longer possible, but also would be downright dangerous for those who now
can only expect his wrath. When the psalmist asks, ‘Where can I go from your spirit?
13 It is said that there are more people currently living in the world than there have been in the whole of

human history put together.
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Or where can I flee from your presence?’ (Ps. 139:7), it is more than idle curiosity
and a matter of disinterested philosophical musings. Though the question is posed by
a follower of God, it is a question that is symptomatic of broken relationship. Indeed,
the relationship is not simply broken, but turned on its head, for those ‘in Adam’ are
in fact enemies of God (Rom. 5:10; Ps. 37:20; 92:9; Luke 19:27; Phil. 3:18).
As enemies of God, the relationship that had in the created perfection been characterised by blessing is now characterised by curse:
To the woman [the LORD God] said,
‘I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing;
in pain you shall bring forth children,
yet your desire shall be for your husband,
and he shall rule over you.’
And to the man he said,
‘Because you have listened to the voice of your wife,
and have eaten of the tree about which I commanded you,
“You shall not eat of it,”
cursed is the ground because of you;
in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life;
thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you;
and you shall eat the plants of the field.
By the sweat of your face
you shall eat bread
until you return to the ground,
for out of it you were taken;
you are dust,
and to dust you shall return’ (Gen 3:16–19).

The blessings that flowed within the original relationship are not taken away, yet they
are all modified by the curse. They will still be fruitful, but it will be in pain; there
will still be relationship within their humanity, yet it will be played out in power
struggles; they will still have dominion over the creation, but the creation itself will be
unruly and only yield its gifts at the price of sweat and labour. That the curse darkens
the relationship between God and all who are ‘in Adam’, and indeed between us and
the rest of the creation, is even more the case after the giving of the law:
The earth lies polluted
under its inhabitants;
for they have transgressed laws,
violated the statutes,
broken the everlasting covenant.
Therefore a curse devours the earth,
and its inhabitants suffer for their guilt . . . (Isa. 24:5–6).

As we image God and are therefore in relationship with God, each other and the
creation, so too do all three of those spheres of relationship come to be subjected to
the curse for those ‘in Adam’.
The relationship is also affected in that God’s fatherhood is denied. Worse, those
‘in Adam’ actually become children of the devil:
Everyone who commits sin is a child of the devil; for the devil has been sinning from the beginning
(1 John 3:8).
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Those who are ‘in Adam’ participate in a sonship that is contrary to that of the true
Father, and so set up another fatherhood:
You are from your father the devil, and you choose to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer
from the beginning and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies,
he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies (John 8:44).

Such a fatherhood is a false fatherhood and a lying fatherhood, because the devil can
never rightly claim a part in our generation nor can he claim a kinship. The devil is
utterly other than us, though ‘in Adam’ we listen to his lies and do that which he desires.

Nature
That we listen to the devil’s lies is not simply an expression of a free and uncorrupted will. Adam’s sin also bequeathed to all humanity a nature that pursues sin, and
thus makes all to be sinners and under the power of sin:
. . . we have already charged that all, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin, as it is
written: ‘There is no one who is righteous, not even one; there is no one who has understanding,
there is no one who seeks God’ (Rom. 3:9–11).

Such a universal experience of sin and sinning can only really be explained by a
corruption of the nature of humanity as it is in Adam, and indeed this is precisely
what the Apostle Paul explains in Romans 5:12–21:
Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death came through sin, and so
death spread to all because all have sinned . . . Yet death exercised dominion from Adam to Moses,
even over those whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam, who is a type of the one who
was to come . . . For just as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the
one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous. But law came in, with the result that the
trespass multiplied; but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more (Rom. 5:12, 14, 19–20).

This is a justifiably famous passage, one upon which the often controversial doctrine
of original sin is founded, and therefore one that has generated a great deal of theological interest and debate. Yet, for all of that, the essential meaning of the passage is
clear; Adam’s sin made us sinners. The connection between Adam’s sin and ours isn’t
really explained—it may be that we are to understand with Augustine that we were
‘seminally present’ in Adam and therefore actually sinned in him,14 or with Calvin,
that human nature was corrupted and such corruption is hereditary in all the human
race,15 or with Beza that ‘all are born corrupt because they are representatively
incorporate in the sin and guilt of Adam’ who is our federal representative,16 or
14 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Banner of Truth, Edinburgh, 1981 [1939]), p. 237. See also Geoffrey
Bingham, I, The Man! p. 156. Compare the parallel with Levi being seminally present in Abraham in Heb. 7:10.
15 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 1, trans Henry Beveridge (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids,
1983, book 2, ch. 1, para. 8), p. 217 says:
Original sin, then, may be defined a hereditary corruption and depravity of our nature, extending to all parts of the soul,
which first makes us obnoxious to the wrath of God, and then produces within us works which in scripture are termed
works of the flesh. This corruption is repeatedly designated by Paul by the term sin.

Augustine also speaks in similar terms.
16 See J. E. Colwell’s, articles ‘Fall’ and ‘Sin’ in New Dictionary of Theology, pp. 249–51, 641–3.
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indeed a combination of a number of explanations. The point is that our nature is so
affected by Adam’s sin that it not only makes us sinners, but also people with a predisposition towards sin. Indeed this is what we would expect from our biblical theology
of being ‘in’ someone.
Because of this, in Adam we are also by nature slaves: ‘Very truly, I tell you,
everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin’ (John 8:34; see also Rom. 6:16–22; 7:14,
25; Titus 3:3). Created free and with dominion, we have denied our created nature
and submitted ourselves to bondage. The scriptures often refer to this inherent sinfulness, and the slavery that comes with it, in terms of ‘the flesh’—‘For we know that
the law is spiritual; but I am of the flesh, sold into slavery under sin’ (Rom. 7:14). In
1 Corinthians, those engaged in quarrelling and jealousy are of the flesh, ‘behaving
according to human inclinations’ (1 Cor. 3:3), and our flesh, our natural inclinations,
are opposed to the Spirit (Gal. 5:16–17). In Adam we are inherently opposed to God.
In all this we bear the image of the man of dust (1 Cor. 15:49). Created to image God
perfectly, we instead reflect the warped and perverted image of God found in Adam
after the fall.

Action
That our nature is so affected towards sin by our situation in Adam in no way frees
us from the responsibility for our sin, for though we are made sinners by Adam’s sin,
by choice we keep on sinning. Willing participants in Adam, we choose to do the
works of the flesh:
Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery,
enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and
things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not
inherit the kingdom of God (Gal. 5:19–21).

To be in Adam is thus utterly depraved, to act in a way that opposes all of God’s righteousness.

Judicial Status before God
As sinners who have chosen to act in the sin of Adam, those in Adam stand condemned
in his trespass:
For the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation . . . one man’s trespass led to
condemnation for all (Rom. 5:16, 18).

Being ‘in Adam’ means we have a share in the judgement that came upon him, and
that judgement is one of condemnation. While it is clear from Romans 5 that it was
Adam’s trespass that brought this condemnation, it is also clear that the condemnation
of those ‘in Adam’ is merited through their own pleasure in unrighteousness (2 Thess.
2:12) and because of their own unbelief, which springs from their evil deeds (John
3:18–21).
This pattern of self-merited condemnation coming together with a condemnation
that stems from our nature as it is wrapped up in Adam can be seen most clearly in
Ephesians:
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All of us once lived among them in the passions of our flesh, following the desires of flesh and
senses, and we were by nature children of wrath, like everyone else (Eph. 2:3).

We (when still in Adam) wilfully followed the desires of the flesh and senses (desires
that have their anti-God character by virtue of our situation in Adam) and thus were
by nature (a nature that bears the Adamic stamp) children of wrath. In Adam our
status before God is that of the condemned, both because of who we are and who we
choose to continue to be.

IN ADAM: A SUMMARY
All this is to say that in Adam, we are dead. God spoke truly when he spoke to
Adam in the garden, ‘in the day that you eat of it you shall die’ (Gen. 2:17). In Adam
it is true that we die physically, but it is also true that in Adam we are relationally
dead to God, we bear a ‘death-ward’ nature, we act in the actions of death and we are
condemned to death (Rom. 5:12; 6:23; 7:24; Heb. 6:1; 1 John 3:14; Rev. 20:11–15).
No one in Adam can inherit the kingdom of God, and this is the state of all who are
born into this world; ‘all die in Adam’ (1 Cor. 15:22).
As people in Adam, then, we have a desperate need: to no longer be in Adam. The
problem with this, however, is that to not be in Adam would be to deny our humanity.
We could not be ‘in’ anyone who is other than Adam.17 Our desperate need, then, is to
be in someone who is the perfect expression of the Adamic nature, but does not share
the Adamic fall. Our need is to be in the True Adam, Christ our Lord. Born of Adam,
we need to be born again.
That is, we need to be baptised into Christ, and so live in him.

FOR FURTHER READING
The following books may be useful for further study:
Bingham, G. C. Man of Dust, Man of Glory! NCPI, Blackwood, 1986.
Blocher, H. Original Sin: Illuminating the Riddle, InterVarsity Press, Leicester, 1997.

17 That is why scripture speaks of us being ‘in’ Adam and ‘in’ Christ, but only ever ‘from’ the devil (1 John

5:19; John 8:44; 1 John 3:12).
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STUDY 4

Baptism as Incorporation
into Christ
Siew Kiong Tham
Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his
death? (Rom. 6:3).1

We have been ‘baptized into Christ Jesus’. We may express this as being ‘incorporated into Christ’. What does it mean to be incorporated into Christ? The word
‘incorporated’ is not a New Testament expression. This idea is expressed in the New
Testament in other ways such as, ‘participants of the divine nature’ (2 Pet. 1:4). John
expresses this differently in Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane. He describes
it as a union in the Son’s communion with the Father (John 17:21). Paul puts it
differently. He does not use the word ‘incorporate’. He is more fond of the term ‘in
Christ’ (Eph. 1:1–10). This understanding of being in Christ is not absent from the
early church fathers. Irenaeus puts it this way: ‘ . . . that He would become the Son of
man for this purpose, that man also might become the son of God’.2 Athanasius’
classic statement is well known: ‘For He was made man that we might be made God;
and He manifested Himself by a body that we might receive the idea of the unseen
Father; and He endured the insolence of men that we might inherit immortality’.3 The
church fathers have linked the theme of union with Christ to the incarnation of Jesus
as this theme was pivotal in their wrestling with Christology in the early church. Both
Luther and Calvin wrote much on our union with Christ. Though Luther’s writings on
this theme may not have been highlighted, the recent Finnish School has brought this
to the fore. Calvin puts our union with Christ as the priority in all things.
That was a quick and very brief outline of the subject before us as we get an idea
of the various ways in which this term is expressed in the New Testament as well as
in the history of the church. The scope of this topic is wide and there are many issues
involved, but it is not possible to deal in detail with all of them here. In fact, this
theme runs through the whole of scripture and indeed in this school. What does it
mean to be incorporated into Christ? This study will look at the expressions and
imageries used by the New Testament writers and the reformers.
1 Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version.
2 Irenaeus Against Heresies, book 3, ch. 10, pt. 2, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, ‘The Apostolic

Fathers . . . ’ (eds Alexander Roberts & James Donaldson, Hendrickson, Peabody, 1995), p. 424.
3 Athanasius, The Incarnation of the Word, 54.3, in Nicene & Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4, ‘Athanasius: Select
Works & Letters’ (ed. Philip Schaff, Hendrickson, Peabody, 1995), p. 65.

4.1

Baptism as Incorporation into Christ
PETER
Peter describes it as being ‘participants in the divine nature’:
Thus he has given us, through these things, his precious and very great promises, so that through
them you may escape from the corruption that is in the world because of lust, and may become
participants of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4).

We start with Peter because he identified two issues here for us in becoming
participants in the divine nature. They are the promises of God and the delivery from
corruption. We need to keep them in focus in the discussion. One does not become a
participant of the divine nature because of something that one can do. To become
participants of the divine nature results from the promises of God and all that He has
done in delivering humanity from the corruption of sin.

JOHN
John brings to us another facet of this incorporation. In Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of
Gethsemane, John records Jesus as saying:
. . . . that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us . . .
(John 17:21).

John sees this oneness as coming into the union that the Son has with the Father. It
is Jesus taking humanity into the Triune communion. That is what Jesus achieved
through his work on the cross. John had earlier preempted this indwelling in Christ
when he wrote, ‘And the Word became flesh and lived among us’ (John 1:14). Christ
came to dwell among us so that we may dwell in him. This sequence is taken up
repeatedly by the early church fathers. The incarnation theme is integral to their
thoughts as they wrestle with the person and work of Jesus.
In his first letter, John repeats this theme of indwelling in the Son’s communion
with the Father when he says, ‘and truly our fellowship is with the Father and with his
Son Jesus Christ’ (1 John 1:3), and, ‘you will abide in the Son and in the Father’ (2:24).
John takes up an agricultural theme in further elaborating on the theme of the
indwelling Christ. In using the analogy of the vine and the branches, John is repeating, in another way, Christ’s union with the Father and that the disciples are taken into
the communion that he has with the Father. He wrote:
I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower . . . 4 Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the
branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in
me. 5 I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit,
because apart from me you can do nothing (John 15:1, 4–5).

The ‘abiding’ in Christ here means more than just remaining or staying together. It
has the force of inseparability as the branch cannot exist on its own without the
support of the whole plant. However, that is not all. This inseparability is further
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emphasised by John in a real indwelling when he refers to the oneness in the flesh and
blood of Jesus after the feeding of the five thousand:
So Jesus said to them, ‘Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink
his blood, you have no life in you. 54 Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life,
and I will raise them up on the last day; 55 for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink.
56
Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them’ (John 6:53–56).

This is a difficult saying to accept and many of the disciples left Jesus after that
(John 6:66). Jesus was firstly referring to his flesh and blood reality as a human
person and secondly to humanity’s participation in his being sacramentally in the
eucharist. This participation is not a deliberation by humanity because Jesus said, ‘no
one can come to me unless it is granted by the Father’ (John 6:65).

PAUL
Death and suffering are never far away from Paul’s thoughts. Just as he says that
baptism is into Christ’s death (Rom. 6:3), the incorporation into Christ involves ‘the
sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death’ (Phil. 3:10). This is the
process of our deliverance from the corruption of sin. This process involves dying and
rising, which is the creation of new life in Christ (Rom. 6:4–5). This is our incorporation; not the institutional type, but the living organism in Christ.
This incorporation also involves a process of transformation (Phil. 3:21; Rom.
12:1; 2 Cor. 3:18; Gal. 4:19), as all living organisms must undergo. This transformation is necessary because humanity is created in God’s image and this image has
been reversed because of sin. Thus humanity needs to be ‘transformed into the same
image from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit’
(2 Cor. 3:18).
It is in the opening verses of Ephesians (1:3–10) that Paul went on quite extensively and jubilantly about what it is to be ‘in Christ’ or ‘in the Beloved’. Like Peter,
here Paul deals with the promise (1:3–6) and the delivery from sin (1:7). It was not
just a philosophical treatise. In this letter, he was spelling out for his readers what the
church really is. He was setting out the framework for the way the community of the
redeemed expresses itself as those who are united in Christ and all that implies.
However, this union is not just an idea or a theological concept to be grasped. It has to
be realised or experienced in some tangible way in the body of Christ.
Paul talks about the armour of God towards the end of the letter, and Martin Bleby
commented:
When then Paul says, ‘Put on the whole armour of God, so that you may be able to stand against the
wiles of the devil’ (Eph. 6:11), he is not talking about taking up something that God supplies, or
joining in the struggle alongside God, so much as standing and living in God Himself, in the saving
victory that He alone has already accomplished.4

4 Martin Bleby, ‘Put on the Whole Armour of God’, in My Servants the Prophets, NCTM Ministry School,

2005, p. 130 (italics mine).
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Reinhard likewise makes the point that Ephesians 6:10–18 is not a call to personal
piety but another way of describing union with Christ.5
Paul further uses the husband and wife imagery to bring the point of Christ’s union
with his church home to his readers in Ephesians 5:25–33. This union between Christ
and the church requires the ‘cleansing . . . with the washing of water by the word’
(Eph. 5:26), in order to make her holy. Christ ‘gave himself up’ in order to achieve
this delivery from corruption:
‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two will
become one flesh.’ 32 This is a great mystery, and I am applying it to Christ and the church (Eph.
5:31–32).

Paul is here talking about earthly relationships. The husband–wife relationship
mirrors ever so closely the relationship between Christ and his church. The oneness of
the husband and wife is the earthly parallel of the oneness we have in Christ. Just as
the husband and wife are joined in union, the church is incorporated in or united with
Christ. The oneness between husband and wife is not merely the faith or the belief of
one in the other, it is embracing the other in the relationship. So in the same manner
our incorporation into Christ is not merely our faith or belief in Christ but our faith
embracing Christ. This is the point made by Luther.

LUTHER
Writing of Luther in the book, Union with Christ, Mannermaa noted:
Central to Luther’s theology is that in faith the human being really participates by faith in the
person of Christ and in the divine life and the victory that is in it. Or, to say it the other way round:
Christ gives his person to the human being through the faith by which we grasp it. ‘Faith’ involves
participation in Christ, in whom there is no sin, death, or curse . . .
According to the Reformer, justifying faith does not merely signify a reception of the forgiveness
imputed to a human being for the sake of merit of Christ . . . Therefore, justifying faith means participation in God in Christ’s person.6

It is not possible to reduce Luther’s understanding of our union in Christ in merely
a few paragraphs except to simply highlight some of the points he made. When
mentioning Luther, one naturally thinks of his teaching on justification by faith. Often
this understanding has been reduced to an intellectual, extrinsic and forensic
forgiveness rather than as union with Christ. In recent years, the new Finnish School
has highlighted Luther’s understanding of the mystical union in Christ.7
Luther writes of this union and its relationship to faith by using the bride–
bridegroom analogy:

5 D. Reinhard, ‘Ephesians 6:10–18: A Call to Personal Piety or Another Way of Describing Union with
Christ?’ in Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society , Sep. 2005, vol. 48, no. 3, pp. 521–32.
6 T. Mannermaa, ‘Justification and Theosis in Lutheran–Orthodox Perspective’, in Braaten and Jenson (eds),
Union with Christ (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1998), p. 32.
7 Braaten and Jenson (eds.), Union with Christ.
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[Another] incomparable benefit of faith is that it unites the soul with Christ as a bride is united with
her bridegroom. By this mystery, as the Apostle teaches, Christ and the soul become one flesh
[Eph. 5:31–32]. And if they are one flesh and there is between them a true marriage . . . it follows
that everything they have they hold in common, the good as well as the evil. Accordingly the
believing soul can boast of and glory in whatever Christ has as though it were its own, and
whatever the soul has Christ claims as his own.8

Luther sees the believer’s union with Christ as the end result of faith. Faith is not
merely an intellectual assent. It is trusting in God’s grace to effect this union. Sin is
thus the deviation from this trust leading us to various idols on which we think we can
depend.9 Thus we see that this incorporation into Christ is dependent on the promise
and the cleansing from sin. Luther further writes of the Eucharist as an expression of
this union:
Christ appointed these two forms of bread and wine, rather than any other, as a further indication of
the very union and fellowship which is in this sacrament. For there is no more intimate, deep, and
indivisible union than the union of the food with him who is fed . . . Thus in the sacrament we
become united with Christ, and are made one body with all the saints, so that Christ cares for us and
acts on our behalf.10

Whatever we may think of Luther on the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist,
the point we are making here is that ‘justifying faith functions as the source of
mystical union and theosis in the thought of Martin Luther’.11 Luther also emphasises
that this faith union is ‘not a work that we can accomplish by our own effort, but is
the result of the activity of the Holy Spirit mediated through the proclamation of the
Word, the administration of the sacraments, in short, through the ministry of the
church’.12

CALVIN
Calvin puts the union with Christ as the first thing of which we need to take note. In
his Institutes, following the discourse on the union of the Father and Son, the benefits
flowing to his creation must logically be implemented on the basis of union, and this
union is between Christ and the human race. This Calvin stated right at the beginning
of his third book. He wrote:
First, we must understand that as long as Christ remains outside of us, and we are separated from
him, all that he has suffered and done for the salvation of the human race remains useless and of no
value for us. Therefore, to share with us what he has received from the Father, he had to become
ours and to dwell within us.13
8 Quoted in J. Linman, ‘Martin Luther: Little Christs for the World; Faith and Sacraments as Means to
Theosis’, in M. J. Christensen and J. A. Wittung (eds), Partakers of the Divine Nature (Fairleigh Dickinson
University Press, Madison, 2007), pp. 191–2.
9 J. Linman, ‘Martin Luther . . . ’, p. 192.
10 J. Linman, ‘Martin Luther . . . ’, p. 195.
11 J. Linman, ‘Martin Luther . . . ’, p. 196.
12 J. Linman, ‘Martin Luther . . . ’, p. 192.
13 Calvin’s Institutes, 3.1.1 (Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 1, book 3, ch. 1, pt 1, J. T. McNeill
[ed.], F. L. Battles [tr.], Westminster Pr., Philadelphia, 1960, p. 537).
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Like Luther, he sees justification not merely as an intellectual assent, but as union
with Christ.14 He also uses terms like engrafting and possessing to express the union:
Nay, rather, however we may have been redeemed by Christ, until we are engrafted into his fellowship by the calling of the Father, we are both the heirs of darkness and death and the enemies of
God.15

Engrafting is a biological term that Paul also used (Rom. 11:17). It connotes life and
growth, and also includes the possibility of death. Perhaps this may be the preferred
term and I think it is a very appropriate one.16 A graft taken from one part of the body
of a living organism is destined to die as it has been deprived of its blood or nutrient
supply. It can only live when it takes on nutrition from the host. It lives because the
host is supplying the graft with the nutrients required for life, and not because of any
property of the graft to derive those nutrients.
Therefore, for Christ ‘to share with us what he has received from the Father’, we
need to possess Christ just as we are his special possession. Calvin wrote:
Do you wish, then, to attain righteousness in Christ? You must first possess Christ; but you cannot
possess him without being made partaker in his sanctification, because he cannot be divided into
pieces [I Cor. 1:13]. Since, therefore, it is solely by expending himself that the Lord gives us these
benefits to enjoy, he bestows both of them at the same time, the one never without the other.17

HUMANITY IN SOLIDUM 18
In a paper given in 1998 by Ian Pennicook on ‘Jesus the Messiah: Messianic Truth’,19
it was pointed out that the understanding of Messiahship, the anointed one, involves a
corporate identity. For example, about the victory of King David, he says:
The most significant of Israel’s kings to be ‘the anointed’ was, of course, David . . . The meaning of
David’s ‘messiahship’ is then seen in the story of the conflict with Goliath. As the Lord’s anointed,
David stands as one unique within Israel. His victory over Goliath is not illustrative but vicarious;
that is, when David is victorious all Israel has triumphed.20

So when Paul wrote so jubilantly in Ephesians on the blessings that are ‘in him’,
the Messiah, he has in mind that these blessings are not available to us outside of him,
thus the importance of the union, this corporate identification. Humanity now includes
the incarnate Son of God, the Messiah. It is with this understanding of corporate
humanity that Paul argues the human dichotomy in Adam and in Christ, ‘for as all die
in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ’ (1 Cor. 15:22).
14 ‘Thus, him whom he receives into union with himself the Lord is said to justify, because he cannot receive him into

grace nor join him to himself unless he turns him from a sinner into a righteous man’ (Calvin’s Institutes, 3.11.21, p. 751).
15 Calvin’s Institutes, 3.14.6 (p. 773).
16 A personal bias.
17 Calvin’s Institutes, 3.16.1 (p. 798).
18 Latin, a legal term meaning ‘the whole’. Every person in solidum is potentially liable for the full payment.
Contrast with pro rata where each is liable for his/her share.
19 Ian Pennicook, ‘Jesus the Messiah: Messianic Truth’, in The Apostolic Faith in Today’s World, NCTM
Pastors’ School, 1998, pp. 63–73.
20 Ian Pennicook, p. 64.
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Much has also been written on this subject, using the terms ‘deification’ and
‘theosis’. These are not terms favoured by the western church, but are much in vogue
in the eastern orthodox churches. The western church is fearful of the connotation of
man becoming divine when using those terms, but they prefer to explore the same
issues under the title, ‘union with God’. Perhaps it may be the extreme individualism
and rationality of the West that finds those terms unpalatable. And with the slant
towards contractualism, there may be more affinity with the term ‘incorporation’.
However, the orthodox theologians are more prepared to wrestle with the issues of
using those terms than we do.21
A problem with our coming to terms with the union with Christ is the way our
rationality has led to an anthropocentric theology. We start with the sin–grace
dialectic and work our way towards a theology of redemption. With sin as the starting
point, then the thought of the perfection in the union with God becomes frightening
and we back away from it.22 Had our approach been like Paul in Ephesians by starting
with who God is ‘before the foundation of the world’ (Eph. 1:4), and humanity in
solidum, including the incarnate Son of God, then we may find the reality of union
with Christ easier to comprehend.
While we may like to spell out more precisely what it is to be in Christ, it may be
wise to avoid the path of defining this in mystical or psychological terms as those who
like to go that way cannot even agree on what premises to base those approaches on,
and how best to define those terms. Perhaps we may stay with Paul and simply call it
a spiritual union (1 Cor. 15:44) without pinning it down to precise categories. The
imageries above do help and we need to see that these images point beyond
themselves to the reality they depict.23
Much of our soteriology is cerebral or intellectual. We make much of believing
and having faith as if that is the end point and the whole of soteriology. ‘John’s
soteriology is necessarily perichoretic.’24 Salvation and the whole work of Christ is to
take humanity into the union that the Son has with the Father.
When Jesus prayed that we may be in the union that he has with his Father, he is
saying to us that just as there is a giving and receiving in the Triune communion, so
there is a giving and receiving in our communion with him and thus in our communion together as people who are in Christ. And this giving and receiving from one
another is the tangible realisation of our being in Christ. Thus, we congregate in the
local community of Christ’s people to express this reality of being in him. And this is
the tangible experience of what it is to be in Christ. It is the koinonia of the local
community. This will be the theme for Martin Bleby’s study this evening.

21 Kenneth Paul Wesche, ‘Eastern Orthodox Spirituality, Union with God in Theosis’, Theology Today, Apr.

1999, 56, 1, pp. 29–43.
22 N. R. Kerr, ‘St. Anselm: Theoria and the Doctrinal Logic of Perfection’, in M. J. Christensen and J. A. Wittung
(eds), Partakers of the Divine Nature (Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, Madison, 2007), p. 184.
23 P. Minear, Images of the Church in the New Testament (Lutterworth Press, London, 1961), pp. 222–3.
24 D. Crump, ‘Re–examining the Johannine Trinity: Perichoresis or Deification?’ in SJT, 59(4): (2006), pp. 395–
412. Quoted from p. 411.
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STUDY 5

Baptism as Receiving
the Spirit
Andrew Klynsmith
THE NEEDED BAPTISM OF THE HOLY SPIRIT
The Spirit of God (Heb. ruach ’elohim) was present at the creation of the world,
hovering over the waters (Gen. 1:1–2). In Romans 8:18–23, we find the Spirit communicates the deep expectation of creation’s future glory to us as we await the fullness of our redemption. Between creation and consummation there has not been a
time in history when the Spirit of God has not been at work, deeply involved in the
plan and purpose of God for His creation, and involved as the agent of the Father’s
action as faithful Creator. In The Day of the Spirit, Geoffrey Bingham enumerates the
elements of the multi-faceted intention of God, describing nine elements.1 In summary, that intention is that in eternity God will have with Him a peer community,
participating in the fullness of the glory of His Son, in full communion with Him, and
serving Him in His eternal purposes for His creation.
At the creation, the Lord God shaped the man from the dust of the ground and he
became a living being (Heb. nephesh chayyah) when the Lord God breathed into him
the breath of life (Heb. nishmath chayyiym, Gen. 2:7). This phrase does not exactly
correspond with the Spirit of God in Genesis 1. However, in Ezekiel 37, when the
prophet sees the valley of very dry bones, hopeless and lifeless (vv. 2, 11), he is called
to prophesy to the bones that the Sovereign Lord will make breath (Heb. ruach) enter
them and cause them to come to life (v. 6). This vision presents the revival of God’s
people by the Spirit in terms of God’s Edenic breathing into Adam. Putting this
together, Man 2 is created to be a Spirit-filled being, participating in the purpose of
God for His creation as a vice-regent under His great Kingship.
The gift of the Spirit of God is essential for Man’s dynamic living in the gift and
destiny of this glorious mandate. That mandate involves, in Genesis 1:26ff., the man
and the woman fruitfully filling the earth, subduing it and ruling over the creation;
and in Genesis 2:15, the tending and guarding of the garden of God’s presence.
1 See Geoffrey Bingham, The Day of the Spirit (NCPI, Blackwood, 1985), pp. 11–14.
2 In this study, ‘Man’ stands for the male–female unity which constitutes humanity, and ‘man’ refers to

specifically male persons.
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Putting these together we can say that the gift of the Spirit was for Man’s participation, under and in fellowship with God, in the total sanctification of the creation.
A person reading only the Scriptures mentioned above would see that something
has happened in the intervening history such that humanity as a whole, and Israel in
particular in this prophecy, are in desperate need of a new infusion of the breath of
God, a new receiving of the Holy Spirit. The temptation of Man by the serpent in
Eden, and his foolish and evil submission to it, was a denial of the word of God.
God’s word and His Spirit always operate together, and to deny the word was to deny
and resist the Spirit.3 God had warned that the day he ate of the fruit of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil, Man would die. So, Man died. He had lived by the
presence of the Spirit, and so we must assume that he was no longer a living soul,
filled with the Spirit of God, energised by God for his knowledge of God and service
of Him in His plan for the world’s sanctification. As a ‘dead man walking’, he:
•

no longer knew God; in fact he sought to evade God, and suppressed the truth
of God with acts of wickedness, and so became darkened in his mind, foolishly exchanging God’s glory for that of idols (Gen. 3:8; Rom. 1:18–23);

•

was no longer energised by the Spirit—in fact he was energised by another
‘spirit’, the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit now at work in the sons
of disobedience (Eph. 2:2); and

•

no longer had the liberty and joy of the service of God; in fact he was the slave
of sin, enslaved by his passions, under the control of false gods and powers,
and slavishly fearful of death and judgement (John 8:34; Rom. 6:16–22,
esp. v. 19; Gal. 4:3, 8; Titus 3:3).

Instead of destruction, God revealed His gracious, salvific purpose—put in place
before the beginning of creation—that the serpent would be destroyed through a
descendant of the woman, even as the serpent bruised that descendant with his poison
(Gen. 3:15). This must have meant, amongst its many elements, that God’s saving
purpose involved the breathing again of His Spirit into Man to make him live before
Him. From this point in history there were those who heard this promise, and the
subsequent promises of God’s saving intention, and had faith in God and were the
people of God, and were people of the Spirit. There were also those who refused this
gracious promise and were people of the flesh. The Holy Spirit worked in the line of
faith, raising up a prophetic lineage who spoke of the intentions of God for His creation,
and through whom God made His promises clearer. These prophets spoke of the grace
that was to come, because the Spirit of Christ in them was indicating the sufferings he
would undergo and the glories that his sufferings would establish (1 Pet. 1:10–12).
Included in that prophetic line was a repeated and growing promise of the coming
outpouring of the Holy Spirit (e.g. Isa. 32:14–15; 44:2–5; Ezek. 36:25–27; Joel 2:28–
29). But the prophets’ main concentration was on the promise concerning the Seed, the
promised Son, the Messiah, the anointed (with the Spirit) King who would fulfil the
plan of God, securing the Kingdom of God (e.g. Isa. 9:6–7; 11:1–2; 42:1; 61:1–2; etc.).

3 See Geoffrey Bingham, The Day of the Spirit, p. 29.
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THE SPIRIT BAPTISER COMES
With that long history of prophetic build-up, it is little wonder that John the Baptist’s
message caused such a stir in Israel. He called people to repentance because the
Kingdom of heaven was at hand (Matt. 3:1–3), that is, all of the prophetic promises
about God’s plans for the restoration of His creation were about to be fulfilled. In
Isaiah 57:14ff., the prophet had spoken of a time coming when one would call for the
preparation of the way (so also in 40:3ff.; cf. Matt. 3:3; Mark 1:2–3; Luke 3:4–6). In
Isaiah 57:15 this is linked directly with the promise and intention of God to revive the
spirit of the lowly and the heart of the contrite. The ‘re-spiration’ of Man was at hand.
There were three strands to John’s message: the nearness of the Kingdom of God, the
forgiveness of sins and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Israel was called to be
baptised; an extraordinary demand, as up to now it had been only proselytes from
among the Gentiles who had been required to undergo this ritual washing. This
baptism was all preparatory (Luke 3:15–18), for one was coming whose sandals John
was not worthy to untie, who would baptise with the Holy Spirit and with fire. The
matter of the plan of God, the Kingdom of God, would be resolved finally by him.
Luke shows that the coming of Christ was accompanied by an eruption of the work
of the Holy Spirit. Jesus’ conception had been by the power of the overshadowing
Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35; cf. Gen. 1:2). In Mary’s womb Jesus had been recognised by
John, who leapt for joy whilst still in the womb of his mother Elizabeth, as the Spirit
filled him (Luke 1:15, 39ff.). At John’s birth, Zechariah had been filled with the Holy
Spirit and burst out in glorious prophecy both of the fact of the time of fulfilment now
coming, and of John’s particular role in that time as forerunner (Luke 1:67ff.). At the
time of Mary’s purification Jesus had been taken to the temple and the old man Simeon,
filled and moved by the Spirit to enter the temple courts, saw him and prophesied over
him as the embodiment of God’s salvation (Luke 2:25ff.).
All of this leads to the baptism of Jesus by John, at the end of the long line of the
people of Israel. Jesus’ baptism was marked off from all the others by the fact that in
his prayer after baptism, the Spirit of God descended from an open heaven, and the
voice of the Father declared, ‘You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased’
(Luke 3:22).4 Putting together the reference that this made to Isaiah 42:1–2, 5 and
Psalm 2:7,6 he was being anointed as Messiah and commissioned for his work in
establishing the Kingdom of God. Luke then immediately records the genealogy of
Jesus, tracing back to Adam (Luke 3:23ff.). Adam’s mention here, with the Spirit’s
association with the water baptism, seems to be Luke insisting that we understand this
event in the light of the plan of God for the restoration of the whole creation, and of
Man as a key part of the restoration.
Immediately Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, was led by the Holy Spirit out to the
desert where he was tempted by the devil (Luke 4:1–13). Again, the parallels with the
opening chapters of Genesis are clear. Satan’s line of attack was to lead Christ either
4 Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from the English Standard Version.
5 ‘The servant of Isaiah’s prophecy is the one who has God’s Spirit upon him with a view to proclaiming

justice (mishpat) to the nations’ (Geoffrey Bingham, The Day of the Spirit, p. 51).
6 The frequency of reference to this psalm in the New Testament shows that the early church saw Jesus in the
light of the psalm. Jesus is the King placed alongside God, bringing the nations, ‘the ends of the earth’, to subjection despite their rebellion.
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to doubt, or more likely to presume upon, his Messianic Sonship.7 The Spirit-filled
King triumphed over this attack, through obedience to the commands of the Father,
and returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit (Luke 4:14). At Nazareth he
‘launched’ his public ministry, declaring in effect that he was the one whom Isaiah
had looked to when he saw the one upon whom was the Spirit of the Lord,
empowering him for the task of the liberation of the world.
From this point on in Luke, the Holy Spirit, who has been everywhere in these
early chapters, suddenly seems to drop from view. There are only a few references to
him,8 but a theme that has been in the background to this point is now brought to
prominence, that of the Kingdom of God. The two are of the one piece, and the Holy
Spirit is the agent of the establishing of the Kingdom. Jesus’ ministry cannot be understood apart from the Kingdom (and nor can the gift of the Holy Spirit). The Kingdom
of God is the reign and rule of God, and in particular it is His exercising of this reign
and rule to accomplish His purposes in and for creation. That intention is that there be
a filling of creation with His glory, and the exclusion and destruction of all evil from
it, led by the full participation of humanity in His glory. This must involve the ‘re-spiration’ of Man, for glory comes only as ‘the Spirit of glory and of God’ rests upon
him (1 Pet. 4:14).

THE SPIRIT—THE GIFT OF THE CRUCIFIED, RISEN AND
ASCENDED LORD JESUS
John the Baptist had prophesied that Jesus would baptise with the Holy Spirit and fire.
In John the Apostle’s gospel we see that John recognises Jesus as the Lamb of God,
the one who removes the world’s sins (John 1:29). At Jesus’ baptism a little later in
the passage, John sees the Spirit descend and remain on Christ and knows that Jesus
will baptise with the Holy Spirit (John 1:32–34) and so he is the Son of God. These
two—the taking away of the world’s sin through sacrificial death and baptising with
the Holy Spirit—are deeply connected. Later in John 4, as Jesus spoke with the
Samaritan woman, he promised to her that he would give water that would well up
into an ever-flowing stream even to eternal life (v. 14), even a life of worship of the
Father in Spirit and in truth (vv. 23–24). She recognised that only Messiah could do
this, and Jesus identified himself to her as that one (vv. 25–26). In John 7:37–39, in
the temple at Jerusalem, Jesus called all those thirsty (i.e. ‘dis-Spirited’) to come to
him to drink. Again he promised streams of living water to flow from them as they
did so. John adds as a comment:
Now this he said about the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were to receive, for as yet the
Spirit had not yet been given, because Jesus was not yet glorified (John 7:39, emphasis mine).

The outpouring of the Spirit on needy and thirsty humanity required the
glorification of Jesus. In his high priestly prayer immediately before his arrest and
7 The ‘If you are the Son of God . . .’ really carries the sense, ‘You and I both know that you are the Son of
God; so since this is the case . . .’ It is an attack which intends to have Christ act independently and to arrogate to
himself the setting of his course, rather than seeing his life as one essentially of obedience to the Father.
8 Luke 10:21; 11:13; 12:10, 12.
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crucifixion (John 17), Jesus prayed for the Father to glorify him that he might glorify
the Father (v. 1).9 All this was so that he could give eternal life to all whom the Father
gave him, that is, to bring them into renewed relationship with the Father through
Christ (vv. 2–3). The whole of the prayer had his coming arrest, death, resurrection,
and glorification–ascension in view. The outpouring of the Spirit required this action;
without it the flow of the Spirit into human beings to bring new life would be impossible. In connection with the death of Christ, Hebrews 9:14 tells us that it was by the
eternal Spirit that Christ offered himself unblemished to God. By the power of the
Spirit, then, the following happened:
. . . God put [Jesus] forward as a propitiation by his blood . . . (Rom. 3:25);
. . . he made him to be sin who knew no sin . . . (2 Cor. 5:21);
. . . [he] sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins . . . (1 John 4:10); and
He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree . . . (1 Pet. 2:24).

All this catches up Isaiah’s prophecy:
Surely he has borne our griefs
and carried our sorrows;
yet we esteemed him stricken,
smitten by God, and afflicted.
But he was wounded for our transgressions;
he was crushed for our iniquities;
upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace,
and with his stripes we are healed.
All we like sheep have gone astray;
we have turned every one to his own way;
and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all (Isa. 53:4–6).

In the Spirit’s power Jesus identified himself, as his baptism had prefigured, with
the totality of humanity—the ‘old Adam’ in all the poverty of spirit, all the death of
Man in sin that this meant—and bore it all before the holiness and wrath of God.10
This action is all needed for the accomplishing of all that work was for—the securing
of the Kingdom and the renewing of Man in the life of God. All was done for the
universal outpouring of the Spirit. And we know that Christ saw the fruit of the
anguish of his soul, and was satisfied (Isa. 53:11). It was now ‘Spirit’, for he had been
glorified.
In the ‘Johannine Pentecost’ of John 20:19–23, the risen Lord Jesus appeared to
the disciples and breathed (cf. Gen. 2:7) on them, saying: ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If
you forgive the sins of anyone, they are forgiven; if you withhold forgiveness from
anyone, it is withheld.’ This referred to their proclamation of the gospel, and their
announcement to the hearers of what either their receiving of that gospel by faith or
9 This must have involved the equipping and strengthening of him by the Spirit of glory and of God. In fact,

Heb. 9:14 tells us this must be at least part of the prayer.
10 P. T. Forsyth, in ‘The Divine Self-emptying’ in God the Holy Father (NCPI, Blackwood, 2009 [1957], first
published 1897), pp. 39ff., has a section headed: ‘IV.—The Incarnation as the Miracle of Grace Is Not in the Birth,
but in the Death of Christ’.
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their rejecting it meant for them—forgiveness or condemnation, life or wrath (cf. John
3:36). The breathing on them by Christ indicated that the power of the Spirit they
would need would involve the inclusion of them in the full dynamic of the restoration
of creation. The power of the gospel is its energy for the recreation of the whole
world, and the proclaimers of the gospel must have that power work in them, as well
as them working in its power.
In Acts 1:1–8, Jesus is seen with his chosen apostles between his resurrection and
his ascension. He appeared to them over the forty-day period, speaking with them
about the Kingdom of God. He ordered that they not leave Jerusalem but wait there
for the promise of the Father (v. 4; cf. Luke 24:49): ‘you will be baptized with the
Holy Spirit not many days from now’ (Acts 1:5). This is with a view to their
participation in the mission of the Kingdom:
But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses
in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth (Acts 1:8; cf. Ps. 2:8).

Wait they did, for what turned out to be ten days devoted to prayer (not the apostles
only, but a band of about 120). When the day of Pentecost arrived, there was the
sound of a rushing wind from heaven, filling the house, and the appearance of tongues
of flame resting on the heads of each one, and ‘they were all filled with the Holy
Spirit’ (Acts 2:1–4). Not one was missed or excluded. Each was given power to speak
in other tongues in order to declare the wonderful deeds of God—the great acts of
God in the glorification of Jesus Christ. Peter, speaking of this event to the gathered
crowd, identified it as the fulfilment of Joel’s expectation of the universal outpouring
of the Spirit in the last days (Acts 2:16ff.). This was so because Jesus of Nazareth
whom they had crucified and killed had been raised by God, vindicated and established as the one at the right hand of the Lord (as anticipated in Ps. 110):
Being therefore exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise
of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you yourselves are seeing and hearing. For David did
not ascend into the heavens, but he himself says,
‘The Lord said to my Lord,
Sit at my right hand,
until I make your enemies your footstool’ (Acts 2:33–35).

RECEIVING THE SPIRIT AND BAPTISM IN ACTS
The Spirit-filled community immediately began the work of the proclamation of the
gospel. As they did so, people came to repentance and faith, worked in them by the
Spirit through the gospel. In Acts there does not seem to be a set pattern for the
relationship of hearing gospel preaching, believing it, reception of the Spirit, and
baptism that would become normative for the people of God, except that the four are
considered to be an indivisible package:
•

In Acts 2, Peter ‘supplemented’ his proclamation of the gospel when the
hearers, cut to the heart, asked what they were to do. He urged them to repent
and be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of their sins,
and he promised the gift of the Holy Spirit (v. 38). We read that those who
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received his word were baptised—about 3,000 souls (v. 41). It is not explicitly
stated that they ‘received the Holy Spirit’, but that must surely be the case, for
their life together was the expression of love in action (vv. 42ff.; cf. Rom.
5:5). In Acts 4:25ff., after Peter and John had been released by the Sanhedrin
and the community had gathered in prayer and praise to God for the Messiah
Jesus and to ask for boldness to continue to speak of him, they were all filled
with the Holy Spirit, not as something subsequent to their believing but as the
ongoing reality of what began when they believed.
•

In Acts 8, following the persecution of the church in Jerusalem that issued from
Stephen’s death, the believers, apart from the apostles, were scattered and the
gospel was preached throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria (vv. 1, 4). In
Philip’s ministry in Samaria we see the pattern: proclamation of Christ, reception of the word of God, baptism in the name of Christ, and then a subsequent
falling of the Spirit with the prayer and laying on of hands by apostles Peter and
John (8:4ff.). The testimony to Christ in the gospel from Jerusalem to all Judea
and Samaria and then to the ends of the earth was a task entrusted to the
apostles, and each stage of the further expansion of that task needed the involvement of the apostles. This helps us to see that ‘It was not normative for hearers
to believe and be baptised and not receive the Spirit’.11

•

In Acts 9, Christ appeared to Saul and confronted him with his opposition to
the truth (vv. 4–9). Ananias was called by the Lord to visit Saul and lay hands
on him for the recovery of his sight. The Lord had chosen Paul to be the one to
bear his name before the Gentiles. Ananias put this together and when he visited
Paul he said, ‘Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus . . . has sent me [to you] so that you
may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit’ (v. 17). Paul was then
baptised.

•

In Acts 10, Peter, spoken to by the Spirit after his vision of the unclean animals
made clean by God’s word, went to the home of the Roman, Cornelius. He
received a welcome and spoke the word of the gospel and, while he spoke of
Christ, the Holy Spirit fell on those who heard the word. As at Pentecost, the
gathering spoke in tongues, extolling God. Peter’s immediate verdict was that
baptism could not be withheld from these who had received the Spirit just as
they had. A little later (11:15ff.) when Peter reported on these events in Jerusalem,
the believers there glorified God for also granting to the Gentiles a repentance
that leads to life (see also Acts 15:8).

•

In Acts 13, at Pisidian Antioch, Paul proclaimed Jesus as God’s Messiah (13:13ff.)
and ‘as many as were appointed to eternal life believed’ (v. 48). We are not told
about baptism, but after Paul’s departure we are told that the disciples were filled
with joy and with the Holy Spirit, a mark of the presence of the Kingdom of God
(v. 52; cf. Rom. 14:17).

•

In Acts 19, Paul found at Ephesus a group of John the Baptist’s disciples. He
asked if they had received the Holy Spirit when they believed. They replied,
‘No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit’. It seems to me unlikely

11 Geoffrey Bingham, The Day of the Spirit, p. 87.
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that they were unaware of the existence of the Holy Spirit, given that the
promise of the Spirit was such a keynote in John the Baptist’s message. It is
more likely that they did not know that it was ‘yet Spirit’ (cf. John 7:39), that
is, that the Baptiser with the Holy Spirit had accomplished what was needed
for its outpouring. They had received only John’s baptism, and so were not
aware of the fulfilment of all that John had been looking to by the Messiah
Jesus Christ. In other words, they were not yet believers in Christ. Paul called
them to believe in Christ, and they were baptised in the name of the Lord
Jesus, and when Paul laid his hands on them the Holy Spirit came on them and
they spoke in tongues.
The point of this survey is to indicate that it was the norm, without being prescriptive in manner or order, for repentance and faith in Jesus Christ as Messiah to
arise from gospel preaching; for baptism to be the sign and seal of that faith; for
forgiveness of sins to be granted them and for the believers to receive the Holy Spirit.
It was all of one package and was all part of beginning in the Kingdom. Baptism with
the Spirit is integral to salvation through faith in Christ.

FILLED UNTO ALL THE FULLNESS OF GOD
The danger with such a survey is that it may distract from the remarkable fact: men
and women received the Spirit where the gospel was preached in the Spirit’s power.
This is so remarkable because it meant that men and women were filled unto all the
fullness of God (Col. 2:10; Eph. 3:19; Rom. 15:29). Faith in Christ, baptism and the
gift of the Holy Spirit, from the hearing of the gospel, belong together as the point in
which the reality of the Kingdom of God comes home to us.

Spirit of Faith Come down; Reveal the Things of God
Jesus spoke about the coming ministry of the Holy Spirit in John 14 and 16. He
spoke about the events that lay ahead of him in his death, resurrection and ascension
as being the preparation of a place for us with him in his Father’s house. From there
he would come back and take us to be with him. Until then he would ask the Father
and another Counsellor would be given—the Spirit of truth. By the ministry of the
Spirit, we would then be sure of the presence of Christ and the Father with us. All of
this is in the context of our loving Christ and obeying his commands. Nobody knows
the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God—those things cannot be accepted by the
natural (unregenerate) person as they are folly to the blind mind, but by the Spirit ‘we
have the mind of Christ’, for the Spirit has revealed this to us (1 Cor. 2:7–16). When
the Father sent the Holy Spirit, he would teach us all things and remind us of
everything Christ had said. This would be the source of incomparable peace to us. In
John 16:13–15 a similar thing is said:
When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own
authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to
come. He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father has
is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you.
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When the Holy Spirit declares the things of Christ to us, this is not simply an
information session about the events and significance of the cross. Rather, these
things come with deep conviction (1 Thess. 1:5), such that we know ourselves to be
on the inside of them. Revelation only operates savingly. Only the Holy Spirit, by
whom Christ offered himself, is able to show us that inner spiritual reality of the
cross, and its meaning for the judgement of sin and the salvation of the world. As the
Spirit brings home the message of the gospel we should expect that there would be in
the hearers deep conviction—and flooding joy!—about the forgiveness of and cleansing from sins, and reconciliation with the Father. (What kind of gospel preaching
would be satisfied with less than that?)
The conviction of all this comes and we come to know God as Father! The Spirit
within us cries, ‘Abba! Father!’ (Gal. 4:6) and we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ (Rom. 8:15).
This worshipful cry of adoption is only from those who, having been in slavery to the
elemental principles of the world and to fear, have come to see that God has sent forth
His Son to redeem those under the law by standing in their place under the law’s
condemnation. This knowledge issues too in the putting away of all idols.
Just as the cry to the Father is Spirit-produced, so too the call of the worshipping
and proclaiming church, ‘Jesus is Lord!’ This statement is the full heart declaring the
reality of Christ’s headship over the Kingdom and confidence that the Kingdom will
prevail. Such a statement is true only on the lips of those who not only mouth them,
but who do what the Lord Jesus tells them (Luke 6:46; cf. Matt. 7:21). With baptism
in the Holy Spirit comes an energising power, such that those who live according to
the Spirit have their minds set on the things of the Spirit (Rom. 8:5), which stands in
contrast to the fleshly mindset which is at enmity to God and cannot submit to His
law. Where the Spirit is at work, God works in us, ‘both to will and to work for his
good pleasure’ (Phil. 2:13). Paul can speak of the fact he worked harder than all the
other apostles, ‘though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me’ (1 Cor.
15:10).
The baptism of the Spirit brings a person to life! The dry bones are clothed with
flesh and come to life and live!

THE SPIRIT AND THE BRIDE SAY, ‘COME!’
The primary effect and intention of all this is to fill the people of God with true
dynamic for the proclamation of the gospel out to the ends of the earth. The gospel is
the gospel of the Kingdom and all the world must hear of Jesus Christ to whom
everything, even to the ends of the earth, has been granted as his inheritance. Unless
the greatness of the vision of the Kingdom, the utter graciousness of the Father in
including us savingly in the Kingdom through the death and resurrection of Christ,
and the working of the Spirit in us as the people of the Kingdom together to take the
gospel of the Kingdom to the ends of the earth has been brought to us dynamically,
then we have not ever really understood the matter of baptism in the Holy Spirit.
Emil Brunner says:
Mission work does not arise from any arrogance in the Christian Church; mission is its cause and its
life. The Church exists by mission, just as fire exists by burning. Where there is no mission there is
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no Church; and where there is neither Church nor mission, there is no faith. It is a secondary question whether we mean Foreign Missions or simply the preaching of the Gospel in the home Church.
Missions, Gospel-preaching, is the spreading out of the fire which Christ has thrown upon the earth.
He who does not propagate this fire shows that he is not burning. He who burns, propagates the fire.
This ‘must’ is both things—an urge and a command.12

12 Emil Brunner, The Word and the World (SCM Press, London, 1931, p. 11), quoted in Samuel Marinus

Zwemer, Evangelism Today: Message Not Method (Fleming H. Revell Company, New York, 1944), p. 7.
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STUDY 6

Baptism as Incorporation
into the Body of Christ
Martin Bleby

BAPTISED INTO ONE BODY
Paul the Apostle wrote to the Corinthians:
For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many,
are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or
Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one Spirit (1 Cor. 12:12–13).1

We are used to thinking of a group of persons as a ‘body’ of people, as in the
expression ‘body corporate’ (a legal entity for conducting business), or ‘body politic’
(denoting the State as the sum of its citizens). Similar usage was found in the ancient
world, though it was rare.2 We may be tempted, then, to interpret Paul’s use of the
word ‘body’ here to mean an aggregate of its individual parts. That is far from what
Paul is saying. His usage here may well be as strange to us as it was to those in his
own day.
This will be especially true for those of us whose thinking begins and ends in effect
with the church—an aberration that pastors are prone to no less than congregation
members. We hold a position in the church and have some responsibility for it. We
want to promote and prosper its cause. So church-experience and church-thinking—at
its worst descending into ‘club’ mentality—can come to govern who we are and what
we do. We experience the church as a coming-together of persons. So this is what we
1 Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version.
2 A. M. Ramsey, The Gospel and the Catholic Church (Longmans Green and Co., London, 1937), p. 35, says:
For the word sw'ma [sōma] in pre-Christian Greek, whether classical or biblical or hellenistic, did not mean a ‘body’ of
people or a society, in the manner of the English use of the word ‘body’ or the Latin use of the word ‘corpus’ as a social
metaphor. Such a use is never found in Greek literature, or in the LXX or in the papyri. The word could mean a man (dead or
alive), or a slave, or a mass or bulk of some substance, or a body of literature. It did not suggest a group of persons.

J. A. T. Robinson, The Body: A Study in Pauline Theology (SCM Press, London, 1974), pp. 41–50, counsels
caution: ‘There is a certain amount of evidence that the word was already in use purely metaphorically in a
collective sense’ (p. 49). Robinson gives some instances, as does Eduard Schweizer, ‘sw'ma’, in Theological
Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 7 (ed. Gerhard Friedrich, tr. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Eerdmans,
Grand Rapids, 1980), pp. 1036–41 and 1054–5, but these have a very different feel from what we find here.
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think of when we hear the word ‘body’ applied to the church—a body of people.
When we hear that called ‘the body of Christ’ (1 Cor. 12:27), we take it to mean
something like the gathering of people who are associated with Christ and have him
as their cause that they promote.
Thinking in this way, we would expect Paul to say: ‘For just as the body is one and
has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so
it is with the church’. But Paul does not say that. What he says is: ‘. . . so it is with
Christ’—that is, the person Jesus. To say that individuals are parts of a person is
virtually incomprehensible to us—‘a very violent use of language’.3 Whether we
comprehend it or not, Paul is directing our attention not to who we are and what we
do, but to the person Jesus: ‘to call the Church to; sw`ma tou' Cristou` [to sōma tou
christou] was to draw attention to it not primarily as a collection of men, but primarily
as Christ Himself in His own being and life’.4
No doubt Paul came to this through the words of Jesus to him on the road to
Damascus: ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’ Saul was not persecuting Jesus—
he was persecuting those who belonged to Jesus. But as far as Jesus himself was
concerned, Saul was persecuting him—such was the identification of himself with
them and they with him. Thus Paul was later able to say: ‘when you thus sin against
members of your family, and wound their conscience when it is weak, you sin against
Christ’ (1 Cor. 8:12).
While the most obvious reference of ‘the body of Christ’ is to the person Jesus who
lived, died and rose again, and is living now, we have other ways of rationalising or
objectifying this confronting reality. We posit an ethereal something we call ‘the
mystical body of Christ’, which connotes perhaps a spiritualised communion of souls,
disconnected from both the historical person of Jesus and from our own earthy
existence.5 Or we may seek to pin down ‘the body of Christ’ to be coterminous with
the bread of the Lord’s Supper. Karl Barth states the obvious:
There are not two or possibly three bodies of Christ: the historical, in which He died and rose again;
the mystical which is His community; and that in which He is really present in the Lord’s Supper.
For there are not three Christs. There is only one Christ, and therefore there is only one body of
Christ.6

Any references to ‘the body of Christ’ then, whether in connection with the church (as
in Col. 1:18; Eph. 1:22–23; 5:23–24, 29–30; compare 1 Cor. 12:27; Rom. 12:4–5), or
in the context of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 10:16–17; 11:24, 26, 29), must be taken to
refer to the human body of the person Jesus who lived, died and rose again and is
living now—however incongruous that may appear to us. How are we to understand
this?

3 Robinson, The Body, p. 50.
4 Ramsey, The Gospel and the Catholic Church, p. 35.
5 This is not to say that all who use such an expression take it this way. See e.g. A. Schweitzer, The Mysticism

of Paul the Apostle, p. 118: ‘all attempts to distinguish in the relevant passages between the personal [historical]
and the mystical body of Christ are inevitably doomed to failure’ (quoted in Robinson, The Body, p. 47).
6 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 4, pt 1, ‘The Doctrine of Reconciliation’, eds G. W. Bromiley & T. F. Torrance,
T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1956, p. 666.
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ONE DIED FOR ALL
Paul says: ‘all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his
death’ (Rom. 6:3). It is first and foremost the crucified body of Jesus into which we
have been baptised. ‘Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death’
(Rom. 6:4). We have also been baptised into his resurrection,7 and that has implications for how we ‘walk in newness of life’ (Rom. 6:4) here and now, but in Romans 6
our participation in Christ’s resurrection still lies in the future: ‘For if we have been
united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a
resurrection like his’ (Rom. 6:5). The key point at which we are identified with Christ
is in his body on the cross: ‘you have died to the law through the body of Christ’
(Rom. 7:4)—that is, the body that was crucified:
And you who were once estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in
his fleshly body through death, so as to present you holy and blameless and irreproachable before
him (Col. 1:21–22).

If we ask how this has come to be, again in terms of what we have done to occupy
this position—whether by believing, or being baptised, or having sufficient assurance
that this is so, or by living appropriately—then we will be on the wrong track. It will
then always become a question of whether we have believed strongly enough, or been
baptised in the right way, or have been able to dispel all doubts, or have managed to
live up to it. Let us leave that be, and remain focussed on the action of Christ. What
did Jesus say about this?
Jesus spoke of his death in this way:
‘Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out. And I, when I
am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.’ He said this to indicate the kind of
death he was to die (John 12:31–33).

When would Jesus ‘draw all people’ to himself? It was at the time when he was to be
‘lifted up from the earth’. When was he ‘lifted up’? At the time of the ‘death he was
to die’. Some commentators say that Jesus being ‘lifted up from the earth’ has a reference to Jesus’ rising from death and being exalted in the heavens, and that people
would be drawn to Jesus in that.8 But John is specific in saying that being ‘lifted up’
refers to ‘the kind of death he was to die’. This is certainly how it was taken by Jesus’
hearers at the time: ‘The crowd answered him, “We have heard from the law that the
Messiah remains forever. How can you say that the Son of Man must be lifted up?”’
(John 12:34). They took it that being ‘lifted up’ meant being killed, and a Messiah
who died was for them a contradiction in terms, since the Messiah was to reign forever (as in 2 Sam. 7:13, 16), and they were not at that stage counting on any resurrection. So the drawing of all people to Jesus happened at the time of the crucifixion.
Again, let us just note this, without necessarily trying to understand how it might be
so.
7 See Col. 2:12: ‘when you were buried with him in baptism, you were also raised with him through faith in
the power of God, who raised him from the dead’.
8 George R. Beasley-Murray, John, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 36 (2nd ed.), Thomas Nelson, Nashville,
1999, pp. 214–15; Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1981, pp. 598–9.
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What were all people being drawn into there on that cross? Jesus said it would be into
nothing less than ‘the judgment of this world’, in which ‘the ruler of this world’ (in this
instance Satan, ‘the accuser of our brothers and sisters’—see John 14:30–31; 1 John 5:19;
Rev. 12:10, TNIV) would be ‘driven out’. God’s judgement on this world, in which
all of humanity’s sin and evil would be finally dispatched and dealt with, was to take
place in the body of Jesus on the cross. The dimensions of that alone are so staggering
as to defy computation. But in that action, Jesus was saying—by some divine cosmic
embrace of unimaginable identification in love—Jesus would hold to himself ‘all
people’. He would take us with him into that terrible ‘judgment of this world’, so that
the judgement is effected upon us no less than upon him. But, since we are held there
by him ‘who knew no sin’ yet was made ‘for our sake . . . to be sin’ (2 Cor. 5:21)—
the one in whom alone ‘there is no sin’, and for whom therefore ‘it was impossible for
him to be held in [death’s] power’ (1 John 3:3, 5; Acts 2:24)—it is carried through in
such a way that we are ‘raised . . . up with him’ (Eph. 2:6), and emerge with him from
that judgement freed from the shackles of sin and immune from the devil’s accusations. In this is the power to ‘walk in newness of life’ (Rom. 6:4) here and now.
This reality, as it encompasses all humanity, of God’s reconciling love in Christ
was what constrained Paul in his ministry to the nations:
. . . the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for all; therefore all
have died. And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for
him who died and was raised for them (2 Cor. 5:14–15).

All of this happened without our say-so—before we were even born. It applies to all
for whom the word of the gospel is met by faith but, as Barth says:
We must be clear that the community is not made the body of Christ or its members members of
this body by this event, by the Spirit of Pentecost, by the fulness of His gifts, by the faith awakened
by Him, by the visible, audible and tangible results of the preaching and receiving of the Gospel, let
alone by baptism and the Lord’s Supper (as so-called ‘sacraments’). It is the body, and its members
are members of this body, in Jesus Christ, in His election from all eternity (Rom. 829, Eph. 14).9
And it became His body, they became its members, in the fulfilment of their eternal election in His
death on the cross of Golgotha, proclaimed in His resurrection from the dead.10

However it happened, the total identification was effected, such that we could say
with Paul:
I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me.
And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself
for me (Gal. 2:19–20).

We do well at this point simply to pause and say, ‘What love!’

9 ‘For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he
might be the firstborn within a large family’ (Rom. 8:29); ‘just as he chose us in Christ before the foundation of
the world to be holy and blameless before him in love’ (Eph. 1:4).
10 Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 4, pt 1, p. 667.
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YOU HAVE COME TO FULLNESS IN HIM
As if this is not enough, there is more! Not only does Paul say ‘we were all baptized
into one body’—which we have been saying is the body of the person Jesus who was
crucified and raised—but also ‘we were all made to drink of one Spirit’ (1 Cor.
12:12–13). Being given ‘to drink’ speaks of being filled, to overflowing. Jesus had
said:
‘Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me drink. As the scripture
has said, “Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.”’ Now he said this about the
Spirit, which believers in him were to receive (John 7:37–39).

This was to be when Jesus was ‘glorified’ through the action of the cross and
resurrection. So, on the day of Pentecost, ‘All of them were filled with the Holy
Spirit’ (Acts 2:4), with a view to their ministry of witness to Christ (see Acts 1:8),11
and this being filled continued after that, not only to others but also to the same
people who had been filled originally (see Acts 2:38; 4:8, 31; 5:32; 8:17; 9:17; 10:44;
13:9, 52; Eph. 5:1812).
The body of Christ, then, is the body that is continually being filled. Paul said:
For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to
reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of
his cross . . . For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have come to fullness in
him, who is the head of every ruler and authority (Col. 1:19–20; 2:9–10).

The fullness is in Christ, granted to him by the Father, and we are filled from his
fullness:
He [the Father] put all things in subjection under his [Christ’s] feet and gave him to be head over all
things to the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who all in all is being filled (Eph. 1:22–
23).13

Many translations here have ‘the fullness of him who fills all in all’, but
plhroumevnou, plēroumenou is passive (or middle) voice, which indicates that here
Christ is being filled. Where Christ is doing the filling (as in Eph. 4:10), Paul uses the
active voice.14 The question is, by whom is Christ being filled? Some answer by
saying that Christ is being filled by the church15—as if the church supplies what is
lacking in Christ and so fills out his potential. This is reflected in the common
thought, attractive among those whose thinking begins and ends with the church, that:
Christ has no body now but yours,
No hands, no feet on earth but yours16

11
12
13
14
15
16

The endowment of the Spirit in John 20:22–23 is similarly with a view to gospel ministry.
plhrou'sqe, plērousthe, present imperfect (continuous) tense: literally ‘go on being filled’.
Literal translation in Robinson, The Body, pp. 65–6.
See Robinson, The Body, p. 68.
See J. Armitage Robinson, St Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians, Macmillan, London, 2nd ed., 1909, pp. 42–5.
Teresa of Avila (1515–1582), see:
<www.journeywithjesus.net/PoemsAndPrayers/Teresa_Of_Avila_Christ_Has_No_Body.shtml>
(accessed 11th May 2009).
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—when this is taken to mean that Christ is dependent on us for God’s purpose to be
accomplished (contrast Acts 17:25, where God is not ‘served by human hands, as
though he needed anything’; and Eph. 1:11, where it is God ‘who accomplishes all
things according to his counsel and will’). Rather, Christ is filled in and with all
things by the Father:
The Father loves the Son and has placed all things in his hands (John 3:35).

So Jesus said, concerning the Spirit:
He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father has is
mine. For this reason I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you (John 16:14–15).

Hence, ‘From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace’ (John 1:16):
The fulness with which Christ is filled by God is now filling those who are ‘in’ Him.17

Thus the New English Bible translates Ephesians 1:22–23:
He put everything in subjection beneath his feet, and appointed him as supreme head to the church,
which is his body and as such holds within it the fullness of him who himself receives the entire
fullness of God.

Accordingly, Paul is able to pray that those to whom he is writing may be filled ‘up to
the measure of all the fulness of God’ (Eph. 3:19),18 and looks towards the time when
‘all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to
maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ’ (Eph. 4:13).19

ONE BODY IN CHRIST
In the light of Christ’s identification of himself with us, and of us with himself, in his
death and resurrection—in his self-emptying and being filled—we may need to
reconsider how we think of and conduct ourselves as human beings, and as a human
race. Underlying much of our sinful thinking and acting is a preferred sense of being
separate, independent, and over against one another as persons, each with our own
independent patch of ground on which we stand, from which we attempt to relate with
one another, often in a somewhat prickly fashion.20 Is this how things really are? If
we, along with all things, have been created by God through Christ and for Christ (see
Col. 1:16), what does this mean for how we see ourselves and relate with each other?

17 Robinson, The Body, p. 68.
18 Literal translation in Robinson, The Body, p. 71. Compare other references to being filled—Rom. 15:13,

14; Phil. 1:11; 4:18; Col. 1:9.
19 See further: G. Bingham, ‘The Fullness of God & Man’, Monthly Ministry Studies 2004, available from
NCTM website at: <www.newcreation.org.au/studies/pdf/MMS_2004.pdf>.
20 For more detailed treatments of these themes, see Martin Bleby, Power in Relationships: Issues of Love
and Control (NCPI, Blackwood, 2008), especially pp. 47–52; and The Gift of God: Baptism and the Lord’s Supper
as Sacraments of the Cross (NCPI, Blackwood, 2007), especially pp. 6–7.
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Geoffrey Bingham takes a cue from the title of Edward Farley’s book Ecclesial
Man.21 He uses the word ‘ecclesial’ to seat human togetherness back beyond natural
human sociality into its origin and destiny in the ‘community’ that is the triune God:
Was Man created as ‘ecclesial’? We need to understand what we mean by the question. We have no
problem in seeing that Man is gregarious, that he likes to live in a community congenial to him.
Apart from some who believe they like to live alone, human beings are generally social. So for that
matter are many insects, animals and birds who are social in habit. God created the birds and the
fish to develop into swarms. Ants and bees are extremely social. Some birds and animals like to
relate to human beings, especially those which we call ‘domestic animals’. Wild birds and animals
have their own domestic communities for the most part.
So is Man simply gregarious by nature? This is generally true. Yet we are saying more. We are
saying that as God is, so too is Man. He has been created to be true community, reflecting the unity
God knows within Himself. Further, we are saying that the communion which is in the Godhead is
what Man is created to reflect. We are saying that before Man was affected by the serpent in Eden,
he lived in true community. The propensity for this had been given in creation. And he lived that
community life by his union with the Creator. We are saying that as God is ecclesial according to
His Triune being and His perichoretic unity and love, so Man—created in His image—will be no
less community by nature. We can say that God is essentially Community and that Man—His
image—must likewise be ecclesial, that is, ‘of the perichoretic human nature’, and hence a world
community.22

So when Jesus prayed: ‘that they may all be one’ (John 17:21), he was praying that
we would be taken back—and on—to all that we were made for. This would come by
our incorporation into the triune life of God:
As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe
that you have sent me. The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be
one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the
world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me (John
17:21–23).

It would take all the love action of the cross—the crucifying and the raising up; the
judgement and the blessing; the emptying and the filling; the cleansing from sin and
the adoption into sonship—to bring this about. That is why Jesus prayed this prayer
just before he went to the cross. And it was answered.
The oneness of Gentile and Jew is just one instance of the breaking down of
barriers between persons—barriers that had for a season been upheld by the law of
God given to Moses—through the great cleansing action of the cross effective for all
nations:
But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.
For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing
wall, that is, the hostility between us. He has abolished the law with its commandments and
ordinances, that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making
peace, and might reconcile both groups to God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death
that hostility through it . . . for through him both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father (Eph.
2:13–16, 18).
21 Farley, Edward, Ecclesial Man: A Social Phenomenology of Faith and Reality (Fortress Press, Philadelphia,
1975), cited in the bibliography of Geoffrey Bingham, The Beloved Community of God: Yesterday, Today and
Forever (Redeemer Baptist Press, Castle Hill, 2002), p. 244.
22 Bingham, The Beloved Community of God, pp. 108–109.
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Jews are still Jews, and Gentiles are still Gentiles, and it remains true that ‘salvation is
from the Jews’ (John 4:22)—‘to the Jew first and also to the Greek’ (Rom 1:16;
compare 2:9–10)—but Jews and Gentiles are now one in the Messiah Jesus. Men are
still men and women are still women, and there is such a thing as headship and
submission, but husband and wife are ‘one flesh’ after the order of Christ and his
church (see Eph. 5:21–33). Masters are still masters and slaves are still slaves
(employee–servants), but now both belong together to their Master in heaven (see
Eph. 6:5–9; Col. 3:22–4:1). As in the life of the Godhead, differentiated unity
gloriously prevails. It is in the light of this that we read 1 Corinthians 12:13 and its
parallels:
For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we
were all made to drink of one Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13).
There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and
female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus (Gal. 3:28).
In that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian,
Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all! (Col. 3:11).

To be brought together in this way, with all the barriers of sin removed, can be
confronting, and may leave some of us vulnerable. Is this unity an all-in free-for-all,
rather like a rugby scrum, where the strongest prevail? Bonhoeffer counsels: ‘We
belong to one another only through and in Jesus Christ’. He went on to say:
Because Christ stands between me and others, I dare not desire direct fellowship with them. As
only Christ can speak to me in such a way that I may be saved, so others, too, can be saved only by
Christ himself. This means that I must release the other person from every attempt of mine to
regulate, coerce, and dominate him with my love. The other person needs to retain his independence
of me; to be loved for what he is, as one for whom Christ became man, died, and rose again, for
whom Christ brought forgiveness of sins and eternal life. Because Christ has long since acted
decisively for my brother, before I could begin to act, I must leave him his freedom to be Christ’s; I
must meet him only as the person he already is in Christ’s eyes. This is the meaning of the
proposition that we can meet others only through the mediation of Christ. Human love constructs its
own image of the other person, of what he is and what he should become. It takes the life of the
other person into its own hands. Spiritual love recognises the true image of the other person which
he has received from Jesus Christ; the image that Jesus Christ himself embodied and would stamp
upon all men.23

We belong to each other because we belong to Christ. On this score, there is no room
for either inferiority—‘I do not belong to the body’ (1 Cor. 12:15, 16)—or superiority—‘I have no need of you’ (1 Cor. 12:21).
This said, because we are in the one who ‘laid down his life for us’, then we ‘lay
down our lives for one another’ (1 John 3:16), as Paul did for those in Corinth who
slighted him:
. . . you are in our hearts, to die together and to live together (2 Cor. 7:3).

23 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, SCM Press, London, 1954, pp. 11, 25–6. First published 1939 under

the title of Gemeinsames Leben, translated from the fifth edition (1949) by John W. Doberstein. See Bleby, Power
in Relationships, pp. 82–92.
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We cannot get any closer to anyone than that. On this account Paul wrote to the
Colossians:
I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am completing what is lacking
in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church (Col. 1:24).

Was there something ‘lacking’ in what Jesus suffered on the cross? Surely not. But
Paul is trusting that in taking on what sufferings come to him on account of the
church in Colossae, because he belongs to Christ, they may be spared some of the
sufferings that would otherwise come to them:
Paul is not saying that he is making up anything lacking in the sufferings of the head; rather, that, of
the overflow of Christ’s afflictions which is ever pouring into the Church, he is glad to absorb in his
flesh what should be the share of his Colossian brethren and to fill up in their stead (ajntanaplhrw
[antanaplērō; anti meaning ‘in place of’]) the tax of suffering still outstanding to them. The whole
thing is done for the sake of the Body, in which his especial stewardship as an Apostle is to fill out
the word of the Cross for them, to be the means of channelling to them the fulness of life-throughdeath by which Christians are ‘made full’ in Christ (Col. 2.10) ‘up to the measure of all the fullness
of God’ (Eph. 3.19).24

Much more could be said.25 In this study we have done little more than seek to
dispel some cherished notions, and indicate a few pointers.

24 Robinson, The Body, pp. 70–71.
25 For instance, Karl Barth sees even wider implications of this reality for the church’s mission to the whole

world:
The New Testament never expressly uses the term body of humanity as a whole . . . It uses it only of the Christian
27
community . . . A saying like I Cor. 12 (‘Ye are the body of Christ, and members in particular’) is obviously not a part of
12
missionary preaching . . . But it is open to question whether the same can be true of the saying in I Cor. 12 in which Jesus
Christ Himself is called a body. For how can we proclaim His death and resurrection to Jews and Gentiles as their own death
and the promise of their right and life without proclaiming Him as the Head and Representative and Mediator of all men, the
‘last Adam’? . . . As sw'ma Cristou§ it is not an end in itself . . . How can it be the body of this Head if it tries to be a house
with closed doors and windows, if it tries to exist like a ghetto, if as the body of Christ it wants to be defined by its own
limits? (Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 4, pt 1, p. 665).
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STUDY 7

Possessed by Christ
Trevor Faggotter
The English word ‘possessed’ can have distasteful associations. The Gospels use it to
describe demonic control (Mark 1:32; 5:18; Luke 8:36). In general conversation,
some people ask: ‘Whatever possessed you to do that?’ A bowerbird compulsively
accumulates possessions (Luke 12:15; Matt. 19:22). To be possessed by Christ,
however, is to be chosen for his purpose, secured in a forgiven, reconciled and robust
relationship, and empowered by grace, to conform our lives to his good and gracious
will. It sets things in place: ‘My beloved is mine and I am his’ (Song of Sol. 2:16).1

A TREASURED POSSESSION
The apostle Paul wrote to the church in Corinth to help correct some serious moral
and doctrinal issues in their midst. He approached his task, not by adopting the stance
of a moral crusader, but by highlighting this matter of being possessed by Christ.
These sanctified saints of cosmopolitan Corinth had been baptised into a new fellowship with God, through the gracious ministry of Jesus Christ. His death and resurrection purchased for them a new freedom from sin, of unprecedented magnitude. This
freedom arises from a security in knowing ‘Jesus is Lord’, and so from being under
his Lordship. As such, adoption into Christ’s Sonship with the Father, through the
Spirit, means—among other things—that we are not our own:
Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from
God, and that you are not your own. 20 For you were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in
your body (1 Cor. 6:19–20).

Rejoicing in freedom, Paul describes himself as a slave of God (Titus 1:1; Col.
1:7). Having the same mind as Christ, we are to look not to our own interests, but to
the interests of others (Phil. 2:4–8), and to those of the Father (John 5:30).
Christ’s desire for a people of his own rich, treasured possession has a long and
purposive history. It first appears in Exodus 19:5 and then in Deuteronomy 7:6:
Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession
out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, 6 but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom
and a holy nation. These are the words that you shall speak to the Israelites (Exod. 19:5–6).
1 Scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version, unless shown otherwise. Italics are mine.
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For you are a people holy to the LORD your God; the LORD your God has chosen you out of all the
peoples on earth to be his people, his treasured possession (Deut. 7:6).

The NASB translates Titus 2:14, by adopting the rich meaning of the words
derived from Deuteronomy 7:6, namely a people for His own possession:
[He] gave Himself for us to redeem us from every lawless deed, and to purify for Himself a people
for His own possession, zealous for good deeds.

Peter draws upon this rich understanding of God’s purpose for Israel, as he describes
the new situation of the New Testament church—God’s own people. God’s purpose in
choosing, calling, cleansing and equipping them as his own special possession, is in
order that they may proclaim the gospel of God, his mighty acts in Jesus Christ:
But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may
proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light (1 Pet. 2:9).

This treasured possession (Heb. am segullah), then, is Israel in the Old Testament,2
and now the church in the New Testament. They are an abundantly gifted people with
a highly significant role within creation. The notion of being a rich, treasured, prized
or special possession should not be thought of in merely sentimental terms, nor should
it be limited to the notion of being God’s property. It is far more than that:
To be God’s people is to be in possession of all His gifts, and this accords with Romans 9:4–5
where the gifts are given to Israel, not only for her own benefit, but for her worship–service to God
in the world and among the nations (cf. Gen. 12:1ff.). In the sense of the Abrahamic covenant, it is
a people who will inherit the earth (Rom. 4:16).3

Being gathered as such a people was fiercely resisted during Jesus’ three-year
ministry (Matt. 23:37). His redeeming, costly love in the cross only breaks through in
power from Pentecost onwards. The invitation to come, believe, drink, belong to
Jesus, and so find live-giving qualities flowing from one’s own heart, issues from
Jesus’ own mouth (John 7:37–39). It continues as—risen and ascended—he speaks
through the voice of the apostles and the apostolic church:
Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, and
5
like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 2:4–5).

How does one come to him? Through faith, repentance . . . and through baptism.

TO BECOME THAT TREASURED POSSESSION
In order to be included in the security of being God’s rich possession, the male members
of the covenant community—in Israel—were to be circumcised:
God said to Abraham, ‘As for you, you shall keep my covenant, you and your offspring after you
throughout their generations. 10 This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you
and your offspring after you: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11 You shall circumcise
2 See also Deut. 14:2; 26:18; Ps. 135:4; Mal. 3:17.
3 Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Beautiful City of God, Redeemer Baptist Pr., Castle Hill, 2001, p. 21.
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the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you.
12
Throughout your generations every male among you shall be circumcised when he is eight days
old, including the slave born in your house and the one bought with your money from any foreigner
who is not of your offspring. 13 Both the slave born in your house and the one bought with your
money must be circumcised. So shall my covenant be in your flesh an everlasting covenant. 14 Any
uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off from his
people; he has broken my covenant’ (Gen. 17:9–14).

The prophets envisaged that many nations, foreigners and aliens (Lev. 19:34; Ezek.
47:22–23) would join themselves to the Lord (Jer. 50:5; Zech. 2:11). To join the
covenant community, circumcision was mandatory (with one exception: Isa. 56:6).4
In Acts 8:36–38 we read of a foreigner—the Ethiopian eunuch—secured into
fellowship with Jesus Christ through faith and baptism. Acts 15:1–21 and Galatians
5:6 show the early church coming to see that circumcision was no longer mandatory
in order to join God’s people. In Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision
counts for anything; the only thing that counts is faith working through love.5
However, baptism became the new entrance into the covenant community.
It would be inaccurate to say that since the coming of Jesus Christ, there is a direct
replacement of the rite of circumcision with the rite of baptism. Their interrelationship is quite varied, often ambiguous within the New Testament. Baptism into
Christ does however have significant parallels with circumcision, as follows:
(a) Circumcision was an act of initiation into the covenant community.6
(b)

Circumcision was commanded for Abraham and his descendants (Gen.
17:11).

(c)

It was as a sign of the covenant of grace, through faith alone (Rom. 4:11).

(d)

It was a seal of the righteousness that Abraham had by faith while he was
still uncircumcised. The purpose was to make him the ancestor of all who
believe without being circumcised and who thus have righteousness reckoned
to them, and likewise the ancestor of the circumcised who are not only
circumcised but who also follow the example of the faith that our ancestor
Abraham had before he was circumcised (Rom. 4:11–12).

(e)

It represented the removal of impurity (the word for ‘uncircumcised’ is
closely associated with ‘unclean’ in Isa. 52:1).

(f)

It was observed as an ordinance of divine origin, and—interestingly—was
considered to be an occasion for joy and rejoicing.7

(g)

A spiritual circumcision of the heart was always intended and expected.

4 George A. F. Knight, The New Israel: A Commentary on the Book of Isaiah 56–66 (Eerdmans, Grand
Rapids, 1985, p. 6), says of ‘joiners’: ‘all that might be expected of them would be the keeping of the Sabbath;
their doing so would motivate pagans around them to ask about Israel’s faith’.
5 A similar outlook has at times been taken towards a pedantic, divisive, ‘grace-plus’ type of approach to
baptism. It has evoked this somewhat paradoxical statement: ‘baptism is a something–nothing’.
6 J. P. Hyatt, ‘Circumcision’, in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, vol. 1 (Abingdon Press, Nashville,
1962), pp. 630–1.
7 J. P. Hyatt,‘Circumcision’, p. 630, says:
A passage in the Babylonian Talmud says: ‘R. Simeon b. Gamaliel said: Every precept which they accepted with joy, e.g., circumcision . . . they still observe with joy’ (Shab. 130a). The ceremonies accompanying the rite include many expressions of joyfulness.
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So now, O Israel, what does the LORD your God require of you? Only to fear the LORD your God,
to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all
your soul, 13 and to keep the commandments of the LORD your God and his decrees that I am
commanding you today, for your own well-being. 14 Although heaven and the heaven of heavens
belong to the LORD your God, the earth with all that is in it, 15 yet the LORD set his heart in love on
your ancestors alone and chose you, their descendants after them, out of all the peoples, as it is
today. 16 Circumcise, then, the foreskin of your heart, and do not be stubborn any longer.

We note that, unlike Abraham, Isaac was circumcised as an infant (Gen. 21:4). He
was secured as part of the covenant community—before it could be seen if he had
faith. He was included, belonging to God, on the basis of Abraham’s faith. The
expectation of faith was upon him. He undoubtedly grew to be a young man of great
faith (Gen. 22:6–9). Isaac’s twin sons Jacob and Esau were a story of struggle,
striving and strife (Gen. 25ff.).
It was a command that was stubbornly resisted, through much disobedience. Many
hearts became uncircumcised, and the curse kicked in according to the covenant:
When all these things have happened to you, the blessings and the curses that I have set before you,
if you call them to mind among all the nations where the LORD your God has driven you 2 and
return to the LORD your God, and you and your children obey him with all your heart and with all
your soul, just as I am commanding you today, 3 then the LORD your God will restore your fortunes
and have compassion on you, gathering you again from all the peoples among whom the LORD your
God has scattered you. 4 Even if you are exiled to the ends of the world, from there the LORD your
God will gather you, and from there he will bring you back. 5 The LORD your God will bring you
into the land that your ancestors possessed, and you will possess it; he will make you more
prosperous and numerous than your ancestors. 6 Moreover, the LORD your God will circumcise your
heart and the heart of your descendants, so that you will love the LORD your God with all your heart
and with all your soul, in order that you may live (Deut. 30:1–6).

Circumcision, then, was no mere outward token of nationhood. Leviticus 26:41
reveals that a circumcised heart was linked with obedience to the covenant with
Abraham. Uncircumcised hearts in Israel were the result of continual disobedience,
indeed hostility towards God. Severe judgements were meant to awaken obedience
(Lev. 26:13–16, 18–20, 21–24, 39–42). Prolonged disobedience did not thwart the
purposes of God however, for he promised to circumcise the hearts of his own
people, himself (Deut. 30:6). Jeremiah indicates that the circumcised heart is the
primary concern:
Circumcise yourselves to the LORD, remove the foreskin of your hearts, O people of Judah and
inhabitants of Jerusalem, or else my wrath will go forth like fire, and burn with no one to quench it,
because of the evil of your doings (Jer. 4:4: cf. Ezek. 44:7).

Other references—often lost in translation—speak of uncircumcised lips (Exod.
6:12, 29) and ears (Jer. 6:10); not indicating cut body-parts, but covenant deeds.
Faithfulness to the Abrahamic covenant required repentance and turning from disobedient ways, to love God with full hearts. This never altogether happened.
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SPIRITUAL CIRCUMCISION
In Romans 2, Paul highlights the inward character of real circumcision:
For a person is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is true circumcision something external and
physical. 29 Rather, a person is a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart
—it is spiritual and not literal. Such a person receives praise not from others but from God (vv. 28–29).

If we ask, ‘what was it that happened to circumcision in New Testament days?’ the
answer will depend upon where you look. Even if one confines the search to the
writings of Paul, there is a varied approach. In some instances he spoke of circumcision in quite neutral terms (Phil. 3:5; Gal. 2:7–9; Eph. 2:11; Col. 4:11), while in
other places it seems to be quite unimportant (Rom. 3:30; 1 Cor. 7:18–19; Gal. 5:6;
6:15; Col. 3:1). And again, there are instances where Paul views circumcision ‘absolutely negatively (Gal. 2:12; 5:2–12; 6:11–13; Phil. 3:2)’.8
It appears from Acts 21, that there was dual practice of circumcision and baptism
by James and the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem, well after the resurrection of Jesus:
After greeting them, he related one by one the things that God had done among the Gentiles through
his ministry. 20 When they heard it, they praised God. Then they said to him, ‘You see, brother, how
many thousands of believers there are among the Jews, and they are all zealous for the law. 21 They
have been told about you that you teach all the Jews living among the Gentiles to forsake Moses,
and that you tell them not to circumcise their children or observe the customs. 22 What then is to be
done? They will certainly hear that you have come. 23 So do what we tell you. We have four men
who are under a vow. 24 Join these men, go through the rite of purification with them, and pay for
the shaving of their heads. Thus all will know that there is nothing in what they have been told
about you, but that you yourself observe and guard the law. 25 But as for the Gentiles who have
become believers, we have sent a letter with our judgment that they should abstain from what has
been sacrificed to idols and from blood and from what is strangled and from fornication.’ 26 Then
Paul took the men, and the next day, having purified himself, he entered the temple with them,
making public the completion of the days of purification when the sacrifice would be made for each
of them (Acts 21:19–26).

Paul lovingly honoured the Jewish practices here, as a Jew in order to win the
Jews (1 Cor. 9:20) to Christ. But events still culminated in Paul being seized and
dragged out of the temple. Luke’s description in Acts 21:30 signals this as perhaps a
significant turning point (maybe one of a number of similar events), when the doors
were shut not only to Paul but probably also for the gospel within the temple in
Jerusalem—as Jesus had predicted (Luke 21:6):
Then all the city was aroused, and the people rushed together. They seized Paul and dragged him
out of the temple, and immediately the doors were shut (Acts 21:30).

The Circumcision of Christ—Made without Hands
Paul links circumcision with baptism, and both with the cross of Christ:
In him [Christ] also you were circumcised with a spiritual circumcision, by putting off the body of
the flesh in the circumcision of Christ; 12 when you were buried with him in baptism, you were also
raised with him through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead (Col. 2:11–12).
8 Adrio König, unpublished book on baptism, sect. 4.2, ‘Circumcision and Baptism’.

Ministry School 2009 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au

7.5

Possessed by Christ
How were these Colossians circumcised in him?9 The RSV does not say, ‘with a
spiritual circumcision’, but translates as ‘a circumcision made without hands’. Firstly,
this is something that God does—not we (2:13)—thus fulfilling Deuteronomy 30:6:
Moreover, the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, so that
you will love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, in order that you may
live.

Secondly, Paul’s prime interest is not really circumcision at all, but the fullness of
deity dwelling in Jesus Christ, and the fullness of the lives of the Colossians now
dwelling in Christ. Use of this circumcision terminology:
(a) Refers to various other verses exhorting them to fully resist any imposition of
Jewish traditions requiring circumcision, or the observance of days, or
veneration of angels (2:16–18), as well as any deceptive philosophical syncretism (2:8). This would weaken the all-sufficiency of Christ alone.
(b)

It links up, too, with baptism, in that what follows (especially 3:5, 9, 12, 14)
involves putting off the old humanity, putting on the new.

Physical circumcision was not required for Gentile believers (Gal. 2), but spiritual
circumcision certainly was, and is; this was the removal of the flesh (Gk: sarx, sarx),
namely our old humanity in rebellion (Rom. 6:6). Baptism was almost immediate for
all new believers receiving the Holy Spirit, inducting them into the new humanity.
This participation in Christ causes one to walk in newness of life:
Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his
death? Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was
raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life (Rom. 6:3–
4).

In Christ’s great work, into which through faith the Colossians and we ourselves
have entered, and of which baptism marks the entry point, God has acted decisively:
And when you were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made you alive
together with him, when he forgave us all our trespasses, 14 erasing the record that stood against us
with its legal demands. He set this aside, nailing it to the cross. 15 He disarmed the rulers and
authorities and made a public example of them, triumphing over them in it (Col. 2:13–15).

Adrio König notes that theologians writing against infant baptism do still concede
that there is a strong link between circumcision and baptism.10 After much discussion
of alternate positions, G. R. Beasley-Murray has helpfully noted:
More than one exegete has pointed out that the most likely point of contact between circumcision as
a rite and baptism is their joint character of being rites of initiation; circumcision was the mode of

9 The ‘circumcision of Christ’ may mean either: (i) that undergone by Christ in his flesh as he was stripped in

the crucifixion; or (ii) that effected by Christ in an inward cleansing by his death and resurrection; in which case
‘stripping off the body of flesh’ refers to new birth—and baptism. The old clothing comes off in baptism, as does
the old humanity conditioned by sin, and believers are clothed in a new humanity by sharing in Christ’s resurrection power (therefore live in it, as Col. 3:5, 12).
10 Adrio König, ‘Circumcision and Baptism’; see also P. K. Jewett, Infant Baptism and the Covenant of Grace
(Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1978), pp. 85ff.
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(male) entry into the Israel of the old covenant, baptism the mode of entry into the Israel of the new
covenant.11

BAPTISED INTO THE NAME OF JESUS
The New Testament is replete in its use of the phrase ‘the name of Jesus Christ’,
especially in relation to being baptised (see also Acts 10:48; 8:16):
•

•

‘Peter said to them, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of
Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of
the Holy Spirit”’ (Acts 2:38).
‘On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus’ (Acts
19:5).

The name of Jesus was authoritative in ministry for the disciples and apostles:
•
•

•

•
•
•
•

•

•
•

‘If in my name you ask me for anything, I will do it’ (John 14:14).
‘But Peter said, “I have no silver or gold, but what I have I give you; in the
name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, stand up and walk . . . And by faith in his
name, his name itself has made this man strong, whom you see and know; and
the faith that is through Jesus has given him this perfect health in the presence
of all of you”’ (Acts 3:6, 16).
‘ . . . let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead’ (Acts 4:10).
‘There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12).
‘So they called them and ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name
of Jesus’ (Acts 4:18).
‘As they left the council, they rejoiced that they were considered worthy to
suffer dishonor for the sake of the name’ (Acts 5:41).
‘But when they believed Philip, who was proclaiming the good news about the
kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men
and women’ (Acts 8:12).
‘But the Lord said to him, “Go, for he is an instrument whom I have chosen to
bring my name before Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel”’
(Acts 9:15).
‘So he went in and out among them in Jerusalem, speaking boldly in the name
of the Lord’ (Acts 9:28).
‘She kept doing this for many days. But Paul, very much annoyed, turned and
said to the spirit, “I order you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her.”
And it came out that very hour’ (Acts 16:18).

11 G. R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism in the New Testament, Paternoster Press, Exeter, 1976, p. 160.
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•

‘Then some itinerant Jewish exorcists tried to use the name of the Lord Jesus
over those who had evil spirits, saying, “I adjure you by the Jesus whom Paul
proclaims”’ (Acts 19:13).

•

‘Then Paul answered, “What are you doing, weeping and breaking my heart?
For I am ready not only to be bound but even to die in Jerusalem for the name
of the Lord Jesus”’ (Acts 21:13).

An early use of the name as an authoritative phrase is found in 2 Samuel 12:28,
where Joab recommends that King David should complete his battle and conquest of
the city of Rabbah, so that the city be called by David’s name (not by Joab’s name). It
happened, and David wore the king’s crown. The city now belonged to David’s name.
When we are baptised into the name of Jesus Christ, we are captured by his grace,
and brought under his conquering Lordship and personality (Rev. 3:12; 14:1). We
become his possession, and submit to his Lordship, because we have seen by faith the
fact of his resurrection power: he is Lord! Then, daily, we continue to meet him as
Sovereign Lord, in the many thoughts we think, things we say and choices we make.

OUR HELP IS IN THE NAME OF THE LORD
‘Our help is in the name of the LORD, who made heaven and earth’ (Ps. 124:8). It is
not insignificant that John Calvin—ever an expositor of God’s Sovereignty—chose
this verse to commence the Sunday liturgy. As those possessed by Christ, and under a
new regime, it was this Lord, who made heaven and earth, to whom they would look
for help, and from whom they would receive power for life.
In an important book, Possessed by God, David Peterson highlights the pastoral
implications of being claimed by Christ, and of knowing we are sanctified now. This
must be to the forefront of teaching, to strengthen all who seem slow to change.12 A
person tempted to homosexual acts, for example, can find great help in God’s
assessment of them:
And this is what some of you used to be. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were
justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God (1 Cor. 6:11).

Look to Christ, never inward. Peterson says: ‘when we overwhelm people with
conditions which they must fulfil to prove that they are making progress as Christians,
we distort the gospel. We must learn to accept them as those already sanctified in
Christ Jesus.’13 Many cultural norms in Corinth were out of place for those who
belonged to Christ—fornication, adultery, sodomy, theft and greed. In our culture we
must continue to live in that love which constrains us to live for and unto him, the
holy Christ, to whom we now belong, amidst a world enslaved to gods—gods that are
not.

12 David Peterson, Possessed by God, Apollos, Leicester, 1995, p. 49.
13 David Peterson, Possessed by God, p. 49.
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STUDY 8

Baptism and the Covenant
with Abraham
Siew Kiong Tham
What does baptism have to do with the covenant with Abraham? Some may say that
baptism replaces the rite of circumcision in the Old Testament. Is this true? We will
examine this and other related issues in this paper. To do this, firstly, we will look
briefly at the Abrahamic covenant and its place in the wider context of God’s one
eternal covenant of creation. Secondly, we will look at the text of Galatians 3 where
Paul connects the Abrahamic covenant with the fulfilment in Christ. What is the
reasoning behind the link that Paul makes? Lastly, we will see how Paul relates this to
baptism.

THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT
The covenant made with Abraham was recorded in Genesis 15:17–21, 17:1–27, and
22:15–18. The issues covered in the covenant include the promise of land, the
promise of progeny to Abraham and Sarah, and blessings to all people. This was
repeated after Abraham’s obedience in the aborted offering of Isaac on Mount
Moriah. As a sign of the covenant, the rite of circumcision was implemented on all
males eight days old.
This covenant promise formalised the call to Abraham in Genesis 12:1–3. This call
was made with the promise that the blessing of God will flow to all the peoples of the
world, that is, to all the peoples of God’s creation. This must not be seen as a separate
covenant but rather the continuation of what God willed at creation:
So God created humankind in his image,
in the image of God he created them;
male and female he created them.
28

God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue
it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living
thing that moves upon the earth’ (Gen. 1:27–28).1

1 Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version.
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God blessed the creational order. This blessing should not be seen only as the
conferment of benefit upon the creation, but the expression of the relationship
between the Creator and the creation. ‘God blesses with a benefit on the basis of the
relationship . . . the human-divine relationship.’2 This relationship is expressed in the
covenant. We should see the Abrahamic covenant as a subset of the one covenant of
creation.3
Thus in the re-affirmation of the covenant of creation, the story unfolded as God
revealed His purpose for His creation to Abraham. The focus is kept on the blessing
flowing to the whole of creation through Abraham, as this must be the will of God for
His creation. That is why Peter reiterated this promise to Abraham when he spoke to
the Jews at the temple in Jerusalem: ‘And in your descendants all the families of the
earth shall be blessed’ (Acts 3:25). This is a direct reference to the offspring of
Abraham in Genesis 22:17–18. This blessing to all the families of the earth must have
its reference to the one covenant of creation. While dealing with the problem of the
unbelief of Israel, Paul must have had in mind the wider covenant of creation when he
reminded his Roman audience that they ‘were grafted in their place to share the rich
root of the olive tree’ (Rom. 11:17). The context is the unbelief of Israel, and Paul
says:
If the part of the dough offered as first fruits is holy, then the whole batch is holy; and if the root is
holy, then the branches also are holy. 17 But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, a
wild olive shoot, were grafted in their place to share the rich root of the olive tree, 18 do not boast
over the branches. If you do boast, remember that it is not you that support the root, but the root that
supports you (Rom. 11:16–18).

What is this ‘rich root of the olive tree’? Jeremiah referred to the olive tree when
speaking in relation to Israel: ‘The LORD once called you, “A green olive tree, fair
with goodly fruit”’ (Jer. 11:16). If the imagery of the olive tree refers to Israel, what
then is this ‘rich root’? Bear in mind again that the context here is the unbelief of
Israel. Paul says, ‘if the root is holy, then the branches also are holy’ (Rom. 11:16).
The branches refer to Israel and thus the root referred to is the patriarch, and perhaps
here he means only Abraham.4 While some may have taken ‘the root’ to refer to
Christ, Cranfield commented that ‘there is a very widespread agreement among commentators that it must refer to the patriarchs and that Paul’s meaning is that the
unbelieving majority of the Jews are hallowed by their relation to the patriarchs’.5 The
reference to ‘their ancestors’ in the later part of the chapter—‘but as regards election
they are beloved, for the sake of their ancestors’ (Rom. 11:28)—supports this understanding. So, by our grafting into Israel, we are connected to the promise of God
given to Abraham, for it is ‘the root that supports you’. As we have noted in a
previous paper on ‘Baptism and the Incorporation into Christ’, the two themes of
2 K. H. Richards’s article ‘Bless/Blessing’ in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 1 (Doubleday, New York,
1992), p. 754. Quoted by G. Bingham, study 1, ‘The Triune God, Source of Blessing’, in The Fullness of the
Blessing of Christ, NCTM Pastors’ School 1996, Evening Sessions, p. 1.
3 Geoffrey Bingham, ‘The Several Gifts of Israel–III: The Covenants’, in NCTM Monday Pastors’ Study
Group, 4th November, 1996. This study looks at the covenants mentioned in scripture and argues that they all
relate to the one covenant of creation.
4 Leon Morris, The Epistle to the Romans, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1988, p. 411.
5 C. E. B. Cranfield, The Epistle to the Romans, vol. 2 (I.C.C. series), T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1979, p. 565.
This is also the view taken by Leon Morris, The Epistle to the Romans, p. 413.
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promise and purification are essential in effecting this incorporation. Here we are
looking more closely at the promise.
It has often been loosely remarked that the Abrahamic covenant has been replaced
by the new covenant. That is not so. God’s covenant is unchanging. It is more proper
to say that the new covenant is the fulfilment of the old. The premise of the
Abrahamic and the new covenants is the same. Both are given by the grace of the
Creator God and demand the response of faith from the created. Put another way, our
response of faith is based on the gracious promise that God has made in His covenant.
Thus Paul writes:
For this reason it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to
all his descendants, not only to the adherents of the law but also to those who share the faith of
Abraham (for he is the father of all of us, 17 as it is written, ‘I have made you the father of many
nations’) . . . (Rom. 4:16–17).

The unitary nature of the covenant does not change with subsequent epochs of
history because there is only one people of God creationally. Jesus is aware that he
has ‘other sheep that do not belong to this fold. [He] must bring them also, and they
will listen to [his] voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd’ (John 10:16).
There is only one God and one people and, therefore, one gracious covenant and one
response of faith. It is the same for Abraham and the Jews, and for us. So Paul
maintains this link to Abraham as he writes to the Galatians:
Just as Abraham ‘believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,’ 7 so, you see, those
who believe are the descendants of Abraham. 8 And the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify
the Gentiles by faith, declared the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘All the Gentiles shall be
blessed in you.’ 9 For this reason, those who believe are blessed with Abraham who believed (Gal.
3:6–9).

So, ‘the church grows on the trunk of the Old Testament people of God’, and ‘the
covenant of grace into which Christ incorporates us is the Abrahamic covenant’.6

GALATIANS—THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT AND THE
FULFILMENT IN CHRIST
Zechariah saw the birth of John as the fulfilment of the prophecies of old. John was to
be ‘the prophet of the Most High’, who would ‘go before the Lord to prepare his
ways’ (Luke 1:76). Zechariah traced this through David (Luke 1:69) and ultimately to
the covenant with Abraham (Luke 1:73)—an unshakable promise fulfilled right
before him then.
Mary, in magnifying the Lord, was aware that her pregnancy was ‘according to the
promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever’ (Luke
1:55).
What is the context in which we can understand this? How is the Abrahamic
covenant linked to the incarnation and the new covenant? To understand this, we want
6 Adrio König, unpublished book on baptism, p. 42.
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to look at the promise made to Abraham in Genesis 22 and then at Paul’s exposition
of this in Galatians 3. Following the restraint on Abraham’s hand by the angel of the
Lord on Mount Moriah:
The angel of the LORD called to Abraham a second time from heaven, 16 and said, ‘By myself I have
sworn, says the LORD: Because you have done this, and have not withheld your son, your only son,
17
I will indeed bless you, and I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven and as
the sand that is on the seashore. And your offspring shall possess the gate of their enemies, 18 and
by your offspring shall all the nations of the earth gain blessing for themselves, because you have
obeyed my voice’ (Gen. 22:15–18).

Abraham was obedient to what God told him to do on Mount Moriah. Obedience is
an integral part of the covenant. It is the response to the covenant expected from
humanity—the recipient of the blessings of the covenant. The Jews, because of their
refusal to trust, were disobedient and so cut off from the covenant blessing. This
obedience also involved the offering of a sacrifice in response to the covenant blessing of God since the beginning (Gen. 4:3–4). Abraham was obedient to the point of
losing Isaac, the promise of his posterity for which he had waited so long. However,
on Mount Moriah, this sacrifice was aborted. The promise made by God stands and is
not subject to alteration. The giving of the law does not make the promise null and
void. It does not replace the promise and shift the basis of fulfilment to another configuration. This promise was destined to be fulfilled by another seed of Abraham; the
anointed one, Christ himself. In juxtaposing Christ and the blessing of Abraham in
Galatians 3:14—‘in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to
the Gentiles’—Paul is using an Isaac/Christ typology. What Paul has in view here is
that, in the binding of Isaac, Abraham responded in obedience to the covenant requirement which promises the blessing to the Gentiles through his seed, Isaac. This prefigures the sacrifice of the only Son of God and makes the point in a very graphic way
that this sacrifice of the only beloved Son will make effective that same blessing to the
Gentiles.7 Paul sums up his reasoning this way in Galatians 3:
Brothers and sisters, I give an example from daily life: once a person’s will has been ratified, no
one adds to it or annuls it. 16 Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring; it does
not say, ‘And to offsprings,’ as of many; but it says, ‘And to your offspring,’ that is, to one person,
who is Christ. 17 My point is this: the law, which came four hundred thirty years later, does not
annul a covenant previously ratified by God, so as to nullify the promise. 18 For if the inheritance
comes from the law, it no longer comes from the promise; but God granted it to Abraham through
the promise (Gal. 3:15–18).

The promise made by God to Abraham is inviolable. It stands for all time. So to
loosely remark that the Abrahamic covenant has been replaced by the new covenant is
to take a Marcionite approach to the scriptures. The covenant of God is a ‘covenant of
grant’, a favour graciously bestowed by a superior party to the inferior party.8 The
response of the recipient is that of trust and grateful obedience. It was so with
Abraham and so with us. The point that Paul is making here is that the law or indeed
7 G. J. Wenham, Genesis 16–50, WBC, vol. 2, Word Books, Waco, 1994, p. 117.
8 F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Galatians: A Commentary on the Greek Text (TNIGNT series), Paternoster,

Exeter, 1988, p. 170.
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any subsequent development in the working out of the covenant does not alter the
premise of the covenant. The law has a function of its own and the keeping of the law
does not nullify the promise. God brought about the fulfilment of His covenant because
He has promised to do so and not because the law was kept. The working out of the
promise involves the purification from sin and Isaac could not have accomplished this.
And so, ‘in your offspring’ (ESV)9—that is, in Christ—‘shall all the nations of the
earth gain blessing for themselves’ (Gen. 22:18). Christ, the descendant of Abraham,
is the Isaac of Mount Moriah, and he brought about the fulfilment of the covenant
promise. It is through him that we become identified with Abraham and Israel.
In changing his name from Abram, it was made clear that Abraham is ‘the ancestor
of a multitude of nations’ (Gen. 17:5). Right from the beginning in the giving of the
covenant, the incorporation of the Gentiles (nations) through Abraham has been the
focus of what God intends to fulfill. The blessing to Abraham and to Israel is to flow
out to the whole of God’s created people (Gen. 12:1–3). As we have noted, the incorporation into Christ involves the promise of God and the purification from sin. The
promise to which we look is the Abrahamic covenant and this promise finds its fulfilment in Christ as the new Isaac of Mount Moriah because ‘Christ redeemed us from
the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us . . . in order that in Christ Jesus the
blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the
promise of the Spirit through faith’ (Gal. 3:13–14).
It is with this connectedness with Israel and the Abrahamic covenant that we look
forward to the day when ‘a great multitude that no one could count, from every
nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and
before the Lamb’ . . . saying, “Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on the
throne, and to the Lamb!”’ (Rev. 7:9–10). This is the final realisation or fulfilment of
the Abrahamic covenant and we are part of that multitude, together with all Israel,
worshipping before the throne. Indeed through Abraham all the nations of the world
shall be blessed. Thus, Paul concludes his letter to the Galatians by addressing the
believers as the ‘Israel of God’ (Gal. 6:16), ‘a direct rebuff to the Judaisers of
Galatia’.10

THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT AND BAPTISM
Our baptism is a baptism into Christ. We have seen that Paul links this with the
Abrahamic covenant in his letter to the Galatians:
As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 28 There is no
longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of
you are one in Christ Jesus. 29 And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs
according to the promise (Gal. 3:27–29).

Elizabeth and Mary saw the new life in their wombs as the fulfilment of the
promise made to Abraham. Paul sees us as the descendants of Abraham through
9 The NRSV has, ‘by your offspring’.
10 W. Dumbrell, Galatians: A New Covenant Commentary, NCPI, Blackwood, 2006, p. 95. He further

comments here that ‘the Christian church is the true inheritor of Old Testament Israel’s expectations (cf. Rom. 9:6;
Phil. 3:3)’.
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Christ: ‘then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise’ (Gal.
3:29). So Paul draws a direct line from Abraham to us, through Christ. As a result,
‘There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer
male and female’. Humanity is no longer classed under ethnic, social or gender
categories. A new humanity has emerged through the cross and this is bound up in the
person of Christ. It incorporates the whole of creation. We are all one in him and all
of creation will be taken up and incorporated into Christ (Eph. 1:10).
So does this mean that baptism has replaced circumcision? Baptism is not the
replacement for circumcision in the new covenant, though there may be parallels.
Circumcision was required of all males in the Jewish household, including slaves born
there or brought from without (Gen. 17:10–14). The meaning of this ritual for them
was their incorporation into the Abrahamic covenant. This ritual of course implied
that the participant had repented and embraced the God of Israel. However, in the
three sets of contrasts in Galatians 3:28, only the first-mentioned is linked with
circumcision—Jew, slave and male. Although the Greek and the free may choose
circumcision, the female may not. Females are not required to be circumcised.
Circumcision had a narrow framework in the Abrahamic covenant, but baptism
encompasses all of created humanity.
When Paul says that there is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female,
he is not abolishing those distinctions in humanity, but rather declaring that these
distinctions do not figure in our incorporation into Christ and into the Abrahamic
covenant. This incorporation into Christ is primarily the work of the Triune God
through the promise and the cleansing from sin. The distinctions of ethnicity, sociological status and gender are secondary. There continues to be this distinction and
diversity within the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:12–14) and it is out of this heterogeneity that the expression of our incorporation in Christ reaches its harmonious
climax.
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Baptism as Purification from Sin
Martin Bleby

HAVE YOUR SINS WASHED AWAY
Paul the apostle gives this account of his baptism:
A certain Ananias . . . came to me; and standing beside me, he said . . . ‘And now why do you delay?
Get up, be baptized, and have your sins washed away, calling on his name’ (Acts 22:12, 13, 16).1

The verb ‘washed away’ (ajpovlousai, apolousai) is an imperative, meaning a command, and is in the aorist tense, indicating a one-off event. It is also in the middle
voice: it is not active (‘wash yourself’) or passive (‘be washed’), but that strange
intermediate action which is done to you, which you could not do to yourself, but in
which you are not merely passive but play an active role: ‘get yourself washed!’ The
word for ‘be baptized’ (bavptisai, baptisai) is the same: ‘get yourself baptized!’ It is
worth paying some attention to the grammatical voice used in the New Testament. In
1 Corinthians 6:11 (‘you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the
name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God’), ‘sanctified’ and ‘justified’
are passive—actions of God done to us that we could never do for ourselves—and
‘washed’ is again middle voice; literally: ‘you got yourselves washed’. Getting baptised and belonging to Christ, and all that comes with it, is to be taken up by us
eagerly and with alacrity. ‘See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of
salvation!’ So, ‘we entreat 2 . . . on behalf of Christ, be reconciled 3 to God’ (2 Cor.
6:2; 5:20). When that happens, the whole of our person, in all its being and action, is
called up into Christ.
While ‘washed away’ is suggestive of the water used in baptism, and so links the
washing away of sin with that action, there are those who, perhaps out of a concern to
uphold the sovereignty of God’s grace ‘by faith apart from works’ (Rom. 3:28), to
guard against any notion of being cleansed by the agency of a human ‘sacramental’
action ex opere operato,4 have sought to associate the washing away of sins simply
1 Unless otherwise stated, Scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version.
2 There is no ‘you’ in the original: Paul here is writing to those who have already accepted the grace of God,

is speaking about his general ministry to those who have not, and is urging those who have accepted God’s grace
not to have done so in a vain or empty way—see 2 Cor. 6:1; compare 1 Cor. 15:2, 12–14.
3 Passive voice.
4 That is, by virtue of the action itself being performed.
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with ‘calling on his name’ (as in Acts 2:21 and Rom. 10:13, quoting Joel 2:32). So the
Good News Bible has the translation: ‘Get up and be baptized and have your sins
washed away by praying to him’.5 But this is the kind of fine distinction that the
Scriptures do not make, even when we might like them to. Calling on the Lord’s
name, and being baptised, and having your sins washed away, are all part of the one
‘package’ of salvation, and cannot easily be separated out.6
Similar considerations cluster round the interpretation of Jesus’ words to Nicodemus
in John 3:5:
Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.

While this conversation is set in a baptismal context, this cannot be taken as a direct
reference to Christian baptism, since this did not yet exist.7 Yet pains have been taken
since, both to associate ‘water’ here with Christian baptism and to dissociate this
passage from any reference to baptism at all. Various positions have been summarised
as follows:
What is meant by the reference in John 3:5 to being ‘born of water and the Spirit’? ‘Water and the
Spirit’ here has generally been taken in the church to have a baptismal reference. The discourse
does have a baptismal setting. John is baptising with water (John 1:26, 28, 31, 33; [sent by God,
1:23]; 3:23; compare Mark 1:4; Acts 19:1–7), and so are Jesus’ disciples (John 3:22; 4:1–3). ‘Water’
in this connection may have a reference to the need for repentance and cleansing signified by John’s
baptism with a view to the forgiveness of sins that will be brought by the Messiah (see Mark 1:4;
compare Acts 2:38). Pentecostal theology (on the basis of e.g. Matt. 3:11–12) makes a sharp distinction between ‘baptism in water’ and ‘baptism in the Spirit’, with the latter as a necessary second
stage. In reaction against a doctrine of ‘baptismal regeneration’ whereby it was claimed that the
new birth is effected by the act of baptising of itself, there are those who have sought to dissociate
this passage from baptism altogether. Some have taken ‘water’ here to be a reference to the ‘waters’
of natural birth, giving birth to ‘flesh’, as the Spirit gives birth to ‘spirit’ (see John 3:6). Some take it
to be a reference to seminal fluid in conception, and associate this either with natural birth or with
the action of the Spirit in new birth (compare the imperishable ‘seed’ in 1 Pet. 1:23). Remembering
the association of water with the Spirit of God in Ezekiel 36:25–27, it may be preferable to see
them together, with water either as a metaphor of the Spirit’s cleansing action8 (‘of water, even the
Spirit’ is a possible translation; compare Titus 3:5, ‘the water [Gk: ‘washing’] of rebirth and
renewal by the Holy Spirit’), or as the actual water of baptism, as an outward sign associated with
the inner action of the Spirit in an undefined way (see Acts 22:16) that does not imply baptismal

5 This paraphrase is an interpretation rather than a translation. The word ejpikalesavmeno", epikalesamenos
(also middle voice) is literally ‘having called upon’, and there is no word for ‘by’. Perversely, this could be taken
to be substituting one human action—baptising; with another—calling on the Lord’s name. Both of these in reality,
however, come as the gift and enabling of God. See further: Martin Bleby, The Gift of God: Baptism and the
Lord’s Supper as Sacraments of the Cross (NCPI, Blackwood, 2007), passim, summarised p. 59.
6 Professor Andrews, a colleague of P. T. Forsyth, wrote in the early 1900s:
. . . we are forced to admit that as far as exegesis is concerned the sacramentarian interpretation of Paulinism has won a
decisive victory, and the Symbolical school has been driven off the field. There can be no doubt whatever that baptism and
the Eucharist stood for far more in the life of the Apostolic Church than they do in the estimation of the bulk of the members
of the Free Churches today. The evidence seems to me to be so clear upon this point as to amount almost to demonstrative
proof.

(See ‘The Place of the Sacraments in the Teaching of St Paul’, reproduced in P. T. Forsyth, Lectures on the
Church and the Sacraments, Longmans, Green and Co., London, 1917, pp. 154–5.)
7 See Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1971), pp. 215–18.
8 ‘The Spirit wash you clean/ From every stain’, in the song ‘I saw Him standing there’, Martin Bleby, New
Creation Hymn Book (NCPI, Blackwood, 2001), no. 109, v. 4.
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regeneration ex opere operato (by virtue of the action being performed) but sees the whole as the
gift and action of God, by virtue of Christ’s cross.9

This ‘washing’ is given undifferentiated and glorious expression as part of the total
action of God in salvation in Titus 3:3–7, which also makes clear what we have been
washed from:
For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions and
pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, despicable, hating one another. But when the
goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of any works
of righteousness that we had done, but according to his mercy, through the water [Gk: washing] of
rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit. This Spirit he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ
our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs according to the hope
of eternal life.

Peter the apostle spoke of a time when:
God made a choice among you, that I should be the one through whom the Gentiles would hear the
message of the good news and become believers. And God, who knows the human heart, testified
to them by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as he did to us; and in cleansing their hearts by faith he
has made no distinction between them and us (Acts 15:7–9).

WHO CAN SAY, ‘I HAVE MADE MY HEART CLEAN’?
This ‘washing’ is no light thing. Job lamented the impossibility of sinners under the
wrath of God ever being able to make themselves pure:
If I wash myself with soap
and cleanse my hands with lye,10
yet you will plunge me into filth,
and my own clothes will abhor me (Job 9:30–31).

Job spoke a true word, corroborated by God in Jeremiah 2:22:
Though you wash yourself with lye
and use much soap,
the stain of your guilt is still before me,
says the Lord GOD.

So Proverbs 20:9 asks:
Who can say, ‘I have made my heart clean;
I am pure from my sin’?

The implication is, no one can. So Job comes to the conclusion, humanly speaking:
Who can bring a clean thing out of an unclean?
No one can (Job 14:4).

9 Martin Bleby, The Gift of God, pp. 43–4.
10 Strong alkaline solution for washing; detergent.
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There is a hint in Proverbs 20:30 that, at the human level, sharp and deep disciplinary
suffering is required to bring about such cleansing:
Blows that wound cleanse away evil;
beatings make clean the innermost parts.

But if our sin is such that our very lives are forfeit (as in Ezek. 18:20: ‘The person
who sins shall die’),11 what disciplinary action would be sufficient to remove the
offence? If it was sufficient, who could survive? Can any of us take that on for
ourselves, or for another person?
Truly, no ransom avails for one’s life,
there is no price one can give to God for it.
For the ransom of life is costly,
and can never suffice
that one should live on forever
and never see the grave (Ps. 49:7–8).

In one of the Old Testament ceremonies, unlike all the others, there is provision
made for cleansing not just from unintentional infringements of the ritual requirements but, amazingly, from all sin:
For on this day atonement shall be made for you, to cleanse you; from all your sins you shall be
clean before the LORD (Lev. 16:30).

This was the Day of Atonement, when atonement was made ‘for the sanctuary . . . for
the tent of meeting and for the altar . . . for the priests and for all the people of the
assembly’ (Lev. 16:33).
This shall be an everlasting statute for you, to make atonement for the people of Israel once in the
year for all their sins (Lev. 16:34).

Perhaps it was this that emboldened David to pray, with regard to adultery and murder
that would normally have been capital offences:
Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,
and cleanse me from my sin . . .
Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean;
wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow (Ps. 51:2, 7).

Perhaps David, as the one who had been shown by God the coming of Messiah who
in his victory over sin and death would reign from his throne for ever (see 2 Sam.
7:1–29; Ps. 89:19–37), was anticipating and drawing upon the later promises that
would come to fulfilment in this promised one, such as:
I will restore the fortunes of Judah and the fortunes of Israel, and rebuild them as they were at first.
I will cleanse them from all the guilt of their sin against me, and I will forgive all the guilt of their
sin and rebellion against me (Jer. 33:7–8).

11 Compare Gen. 2:17; Rom. 5:12; 6:23; Eph. 2:1, 5; James 1:15.
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These promises are given classic detailed expression in Ezekiel 36:
I will take you from the nations, and gather you from all the countries, and bring you into your own
land. I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and
from all your idols I will cleanse you. A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within
you; and I will remove from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. I will put
my spirit within you, and make you follow my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances.
Then you shall live in the land that I gave to your ancestors; and you shall be my people, and I will
be your God. I will save you from all your uncleannesses, and I will summon the grain and make it
abundant and lay no famine upon you (Ezek. 36:24–29).

We have already suggested that the association of ‘clean water’ and ‘my spirit’ here
may underlie what Jesus says in John 3:5 of being ‘born of water and Spirit’ as a
single total action.
It is worth noting in passing that a full awareness of our sinful uncleanness comes
only after this cleansing has been effected:
Then you shall remember your evil ways, and your dealings that were not good; and you shall
loathe yourselves for your iniquities and your abominable deeds. It is not for your sake that I will
act, says the Lord GOD; let that be known to you. Be ashamed and dismayed for your ways, O
house of Israel (Ezek. 36:31–32).

It is only after we have been delivered from ‘the deceitfulness of sin’ (Heb. 3:13) that
we can see our sin for what it really is. Mercifully, we see our sin only as a result and
in the light of God’s forgiveness and cleansing of us from it—apart from that, the full
view of our sin would drive us to insanity and death.

WHEN HE HAD MADE PURIFICATION FOR SIN
All of this comes to fulfilment in Jesus, in his suffering and death on the cross, where
he ‘made purification for sins’. It is clear that this completed action (we sit down
when we have finished our work) imbues him with all authority:
When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high (Heb.
1:3).12

Jesus did this purifying work out of love for his people as his Bride:
. . . Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, in order to make her holy by cleansing her
with the washing of water by the word, so as to present the church to himself in splendor, without a
spot or wrinkle or anything of the kind—yes, so that she may be holy and without blemish (Eph.
5:25–27).

The words ‘cleansing her with the washing of water by [literally in] the word’ again
would appear to have a baptismal reference. While water is involved, the cleansing is
effected by virtue of ‘the word’—presumably the word of the gospel, which comes as
12 Compare Matt. 28:18; Phil. 2:8–11. Heard from an aboriginal elder in the far North-West of South

Australia: ‘I used to be a church man. Then one Easter convention I heard the evangelist say that Jesus took away
all my sins. I knew that if he could do that, he must be Lord of all!’
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‘the power of God for salvation’ (Rom. 1:16), rather than just a correctly spoken baptismal formula, though the words spoken and the actions performed at the moment of
baptism are no less a part of the saving gospel in action. With this we may compare:
. . . baptism . . . now saves you—not as a removal of dirt from the body, but as an appeal to God for
a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the
right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers made subject to him (1 Pet. 3:21–22).

The ‘appeal to God for a good conscience’ comes ‘through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ’ and his exaltation applied, presumably, by the word of the gospel and the
action of baptising. This cleansing by Christ of his people was the carrying through of
the Father’s eternal purpose:
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every
spiritual 13 blessing in the heavenly places, just as he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the
world to be holy and blameless before him in love (Eph. 1:3–4).14

The ongoing action of this is powerful in our lives:
For if the blood of goats and bulls, with the sprinkling of the ashes of a heifer, sanctifies those who
have been defiled so that their flesh is purified, how much more will the blood of Christ, who
through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead
works to worship the living God! (Heb. 9:13–14).

This can be called upon especially at times when we become painfully aware of
present sin:
. . . if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the
blood of Jesus his Son cleanses 15 us from all sin . . . My little children, I am writing these things to
you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus
Christ the righteous; and he is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for
the sins of the whole world (1 John 1:7; 2:1–2).

Thus we are exhorted:
Therefore, my friends, since we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the blood of Jesus, by the
new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain (that is, through his flesh), and since
we have a great priest over the house of God, let us approach with a true heart in full assurance of
faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure
water. Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who has promised is
faithful (Heb. 10:19–23).

This goes on to consider ‘how to provoke one another to love and good deeds’, and
meeting together to encourage one another (see Heb. 10:24–25).

13 Or ‘Spirit-type’? (pneumatikh, pneumatikē)—which would make this a trinitarian reference.
14 In these two passages, at the beginning and end of the Letter to the Ephesians, ‘holy and blameless’ (1:4)

and ‘holy and without blemish’ (5:27) use the identical words in the original Greek: aJgivo u" kai; ajmwvmou", hagious
kai amōmous; aJgiva kai; a[mwmo", hagia kai amōmos.
15 Present indicative tense, kaqarivzei, katharizei; literally ‘goes on cleansing’.
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PURITY
So far we have thought mainly about being purified from sin. Since we all start out as
sinners, this is the only hope any of us have of ever being pure. But what is the nature
and quality of this purity that we are brought into? Is it just the absence of sin, or is it
something more than that?
Jesus said:
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God (Matt. 5:8).

By this he would have meant not those whose heart and conscience have never been
defiled by sin (since that would exclude everyone bar him) but those who have been
purified through faith in him as the one who takes away the sins of the world. He says
that these are able to ‘see God’, and so indicates that for the ‘pure in heart’ there is an
affinity between them and God—their purity now corresponds with something of how
God is in Himself and in His actions towards us. In God such purity is not simply the
absence of sin—if we can talk like that at all with regard to God, since for God sin, or
operating contrary to His own nature, has never been a consideration. God’s purity is
substantial and positive, having to do with God always being and acting consistently
with His own holiness, righteousness, goodness, truth and love. This comes through
to us as we seek ‘the wisdom from above’:
If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to all generously and ungrudgingly, and it
will be given you . . . Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming
down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change . . . the
wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good
fruits, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy (James 1:5, 17; 3:17).

These are the qualities of God’s ‘purity’ that He bestows on us. Thus our God-given
purity participates in the splendour of holiness, with all its practical outworking as
spelled out in Leviticus 19, which includes honouring of parents, right worship, care
for the poor and needy and the immigrants, honest and true dealings with each other
and with God, just judgements, love of neighbour, straightforward practice in agriculture, manufacturing and trade, sexual purity, renunciation of all pagan and occult
practices—all in a close covenant-relationship with God. Our God-given purity also
means that we pursue these things with singleness of heart and mind. James demonstrates how this purity is not just being made clean from sin but also being singleminded with regard to these things:
Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your
hearts, you double-minded (James 4:8).

At a new Creation Summer School in the 1980s, one speaker was relating the parable
of the wise and foolish virgins in Matthew 25:1–13, and wondered about the morality
of the wise virgins not sharing their oil with the foolish ones. The voice of Geoffrey
Bingham came from the front row: ‘They were single-minded’! So will we be, if we
are fully focussed on the coming of the Bridegroom.
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AS HE IS PURE
Our purity, then, derives from what Christ has done:
Clean out the old yeast so that you may be a new batch, as you really are unleavened. For our paschal
lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed. Therefore, let us celebrate the festival, not with the old yeast, the
yeast of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth (1 Cor. 5:7–8).

Our purity is also drawn out by the promises of our dwelling with God as His sons
and daughters, with God as our Father, in the age to come (see 2 Cor. 6:16–18;
compare Rev. 21:3, 7–8):
Since we have these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and
of spirit, making holiness perfect in the fear of God (2 Cor. 7:1).

Those who know and relate to the Bridegroom now, and eagerly await his coming,
align their lives accordingly:
And now, little children, abide in him, so that when he is revealed we may have confidence and not
be put to shame before him at his coming.
If you know that he is righteous, you may be sure that everyone who does right has been born of
him. See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is
what we are. The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him. Beloved, we are
God’s children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed. What we do know is this: when he
is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is. And all who have this hope in him
purify themselves, just as he is pure (1 John 2:28–3:3).

Paul the apostle writes of this as the aim of what is revealed in the gospel:
. . . the aim of such instruction is love that comes from a pure heart, a good conscience, and sincere
faith (1 Tim. 1:5).

This requires renunciation of certain attitudes, habits and practices, and the vigorous
taking up of what pertains to God:
In a large house there are utensils not only of gold and silver but also of wood and clay, some for
special use, some for ordinary. All who cleanse themselves of the things I have mentioned will
become special utensils, dedicated and useful to the owner of the house, ready for every good work.
Shun youthful passions and pursue righteousness, faith, love, and peace, along with those who call
on the Lord from a pure heart. Have nothing to do with stupid and senseless controversies; you
know that they breed quarrels. And the Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome but kindly to
everyone, an apt teacher, patient, correcting opponents with gentleness (2 Tim. 2:20–25).

This is practical purity.

UNLESS I WASH YOU
The Lord Jesus, girded with a towel, carrying a basin of water, came to Peter. Perhaps
Peter thought this was a demeaning or embarassing action. ‘You will never wash my
feet’, he protested. None of us wish to be in the position of needing to be cleansed by
the Lord. But if we know this Lord as Peter did, would we want to miss out on being
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with him? ‘If I do not wash you’, Jesus answered, ‘you have no part in me’.16 Can we
answer with Peter, ‘Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and my head!’ (John
13:8–9)?
If we do, it is likely that the Lord will say to us, as he said to Peter and the others:
‘You have already been cleansed by the word that I have spoken to you’ (John 15:3).

16 RSV.
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STUDY 10

Adam and Christ
Ian Pennicook
What does it mean to speak of the salvation which God worked for us ‘in Christ’? The
phrase ‘in Christ’ is instructive for us and should be examined as it is so often used
lightly in Christian circles. It is instructive because it stands in such strong contrast
with the phrase ‘in Adam’. (We have already had two papers which dealt with some
of the implications of this, so this will focus on Christ himself as he is contrasted with
Adam.)
This contrast appears in a number of places in the New Testament, but most simply
in 1 Corinthians 15:22: ‘as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ’.1
Attempts to avoid a hint of universalism usually intrude quickly, as we try to see what
Paul meant by ‘all’, but I suggest we let the word stand for a moment, because
whatever ‘all’ meant in the case of Adam, it means in the case of Christ. This is seen
in the verses which follow:
But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ.
24
Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father, after he has destroyed
every rule and every authority and power. 25 For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under
his feet. 26 The last enemy to be destroyed is death. 27 For ‘God has put all things in subjection under
his feet.’ But when it says, ‘All things are put in subjection,’ it is plain that this does not include the
one who put all things in subjection under him. 28 When all things are subjected to him, then the
Son himself will also be subjected to the one who put all things in subjection under him, so that
God may be all in all (1 Cor. 15:23–28).

Paul’s stress is on Christ reigning ‘until he has put all his enemies under his feet’. In
other words, Christ’s reign has a goal. In discussing the reigns of David and Solomon,
Donald Robinson2 makes the following suggestion:
In the case of both, the earthly king is the [vice-regent] or deputy of the heavenly king. Here is the
foreshadowing of the distinction we find in Paul between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of
Christ. The anointed king, the Messiah, reigns for God, eventually delivering the kingdom to God
the Father that God may be all in all (1 Corinthians 15:24, 28).

1 Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version or
are my own translation.
2 Donald Robinson, Faith’s Framework: The Structure of New Testament Theology, NCPI, Blackwood, 1996
(1985), pp. 82f., 85f.
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He then notes:
. . . the distinction which Paul appears to make between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of
Christ. Generally, Paul speaks of the kingdom of God as future, the realm of God where God’s blessing
and salvation is yet to appear finally and therefore a kingdom to be inherited. C. E. B. Cranfield,
following Ernst Käsemann, considers that in the two instances where Paul speaks of the kingdom of
God as present—the kingdom of God being not in word but in power (1 Corinthians 4:20), and the
kingdom of God being not meat and drink but righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (Romans
14:17)—Paul is actually referring to the kingdom of Christ, the present exercise of God’s rule through
Christ . . .
We have referred to Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 15 that, when Christ has destroyed every rule,
authority and power and has subdued all things, even death, under his feet, then he will deliver the
kingdom to God the Father. This may depend on Psalm 110:1, ‘Sit at my right hand until I make your
enemies your footstool’, with its implication of a terminus when all Messiah’s enemies will have been
subdued and his rule accomplished.

But while the language may have a reference to David and Solomon, the principle
applies to Christ because it first applied to Adam. This is seen in the quotation in
1 Corinthians 15:27, which is from Psalm 8:6 and which refers to Adam.

WHO IS CHRIST? 3
It should be obvious to us that ‘Christ’ is not a surname. It is true that within the New
Testament Jesus Christ is referred to by the word Christ and in that way it has been
adopted as a name in much Christian writing and use. But the word ‘Christ’ is
actually an adjective, cristov~ (christos), from the verb crivw (chriō), ‘to anoint’. As
such, the word ‘Christ’ used in English tells us very little, since it is only a transliteration of the original, not a translation. It is plain that using the phrase ‘Jesus the
anointed one’ will hardly be satisfactory, though we should note attempts to get
around this by using the Hebrew equivalent, ‘Messiah’ in some translations.
As a Hebrew title, ‘Messiah’ specifically refers to anyone anointed for a purpose,
usually as king or high priest.4 The typical ‘Messiah’ was David (see Ps. 2:2) and his
place in Israel’s life established the function of the Messiah. The chief expression of
this would be the anointing of David by Samuel in 1 Samuel 16:13:
Then Samuel took the horn of oil, and anointed [the verb is jvæ¢m]YIw" ‘messiahed’] him in the presence
of his brothers; and the spirit of the LORD came mightily upon David from that day forward.

The significance of this event is then demonstrated in the story of David’s defeating
Goliath in 1 Samuel 17. As the Lord’s anointed he opposed the enemies of Israel (see
1 Sam. 17:45). In this conflict he represents all Israel. The role of Messiah is being
demonstrated. This is hardly a paradigm for our own fight of faith; it is the anticipation of the one who defeats all the enemies which oppose the purposes of God. The
Messiah is a representative figure. His triumphs are vicarious.
3 For fuller detail see my paper, ‘Jesus the Messiah: Messianic Truth’ in The Apostolic Faith in Today’s
World, NCTM Pastors’ School, 1998, pp. 63ff.
4 The wider use of the word is seen in Isa. 44:28–45:1 where Cyrus the Mede is the Lord’s anointed, in order
that he might be shepherd, a euphemism for king in the Ancient Near East.
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Yet ‘Messiah’ is also the title for a human being. Jesus Christ, is Jesus the Jewish
Messiah, the man who represents Israel in the purposes of God for all creation. So
being ‘chosen in Christ’ (Eph. 1:4) demands that we ask what it means for us all, as
Jews and Gentiles, to be chosen before the foundation of the world in the Jewish
Messiah.5
There is one further item to be stressed, and that is that ‘Jesus’ is also the name of a
human being. Jesus did not come down from heaven to earth, however much the
eternal Word did become incarnate. There was no ‘Jesus’ prior to the incarnation.
Wherever the phrase ‘Jesus Christ’ or ‘Christ Jesus’ occurs it refers to a human being,
albeit he remained the eternal Word who had become flesh.6 Hebrews 2:14 puts it:
Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he himself likewise shared the same things, so
that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil.

It was necessary that the Word should assume full humanity in order that there should
be full redemption. As Athanasius put it:
And what is this but that He who existed in form of God, the Son of a noble Father, humbled
Himself and became a servant instead of us and in our behalf? For if the Lord had not become man,
we had not been redeemed from sins, not raised from the dead, but remaining dead under the earth;
not exalted into heaven, but lying in Hades. Because of us then and in our behalf are the words,
‘highly exalted’ and ‘given’.7

PSALM 8
‘Adam’ is the name of a person,8 though probably not specifically so until Genesis
5:3, where ‘Adam . . . lived one hundred thirty years’. Prior to that the word could
easily and correctly be translated as ‘man’,9 especially if the author’s purpose is theological, intending to describe the history of humanity. Robinson notes the reference to
Psalm 110, but given the quotation from Psalm 8 in 1 Corinthians 15:27, we might
also see that Jesus stands, as did the first man, as representative man who is intended
to reign over all things:
When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,
the moon and the stars that you have established;
5 See my ‘Chosen in Christ’ in Christ’s Gospel to God’s World, NCTM Ministry School, 2001, pp. 14ff.
6 My strong suggestion is that the New Testament stresses Jesus’ humanity while assuming his deity. That

would go towards explaining the relative paucity of explicit statements concerning the deity of Jesus Christ. There
are, however, many places where the deity of Jesus is consciously or unconsciously implied.
7 Athanasius, ‘Against the Arians’: discourse 1, ch. 11, s. 43, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4,
‘Athanasius: Select Works and Letters, second series’ (eds Philip Schaff & Henry Wace, Hendrickson, Peabody,
1995), p. 331.
8 Or a place, as in Josh. 3:16 and probably Hosea 6:7.
9 Brevard Childs, ‘Adam’ in G. A. Buttrick (ed.), The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, vol. 1 (Abingdon
Press, Nashville, 1962), says on p. 42:
The word mda [adam] occurs well over five hundred times in the OT with the meaning ‘man’ or ‘mankind’. This generic
term is used only rarely as a proper name for the first man. Outside Gen. 1–5 the only unambiguous occurrence of the
proper name in the OT is in I Chr. 1:1, where it appears at the head of a genealogy . . . The term mda fluctuates between a
generic usage and a proper name in Gen. 1–5.
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4

what is man [v/na‘, enosh] that you are mindful of him,
the son of man [md;a;-˜b, ben adam] that you care for him?
5
Yet you have made him a little lower than God,
and crowned him with glory and honor.
6
You have given him dominion over the works of your hands;
you have put all things under his feet (Ps. 8:3–6).

The two Hebrew words used for ‘man’10 are virtually synonymous and occur often in
this parallelism. Both imply man in distinction to God, with a sense of man’s innate
inadequacy, which is of course the paradoxical point being made. It was insignificant
man (cf. Ps. 144:3–4) who was given dominion over all of creation and upon whom
God lavishes his own glory.
The first man was to subdue the earth (Gen. 1:26), which I suggest implied a
process to be carried out. It was not that man must bring a rebellious creation to heel
but that creation, which was not intended to be a chaos (Isa. 45:18; cf. Gen. 1:2),
should be brought to its intended harmony. The dominion of man was not static but
active in all this. Even before the presence of sin he was to ‘edenise the earth’. This
was the goal for man. Likewise, but with the presence of moral enemies to be considered, Paul’s observation is that Christ is working out the process of subduing all
things: that is his present reign.
Ephesians 1:22–23 contains a quotation from Psalm 8, where Christ’s body is
declared to be the fullness of him who fills all in all. The notion of Christ filling all in
all would seem to be the goal of the process to which I have referred. He will fill the
earth with the knowledge of the glory of God (Hab. 2:14; cf. 2 Cor. 4:6), not just in
some cognitive way, but as true man crowned with glory and honour. He with his
Bride will fill all creation.
The major use of Psalm 8 (vv. 4–6) in the New Testament is in Hebrews 2:6–9.
Here the contrast is sharply drawn between the exaltation of created mankind and the
exaltation of Jesus. We note also that, in Hebrews 1:13–14, the same goal-directed
framework is also directed by the use of Psalm 110:1 (cf. Eph. 1:20; 1 Cor. 15:25):
. . . someone has testified somewhere,
‘What are human beings that you are mindful of them,
or mortals, that you care for them?
7
You have made them for a little while lower than the angels;
you have crowned them with glory and honor,
8
subjecting all things under their feet.’
Now in subjecting all things to them, God left nothing outside their control. As it is, we do not yet
see everything in subjection to them, 9 but we do see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower
than the angels, now crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the
grace of God he might taste death for everyone (Heb. 2:6–9).

Here the NRSV has chosen the generic meaning of ‘man’, even if the resulting
translation is clumsy and obscures aspects of the original text.11 What is ‘man’? There
10 Two other Hebrew words are used in the Old Testament for ‘man’,

vya (ish) and rbg (gever). For an older
discussion of the four words, see Robert R. Girdlestone, Synonyms of the Old Testament (Eerdmans, Grand
Rapids, 1978 [1897]), pp. 45–54.
11 The use of ‘angels’ rather than ‘God’ in verse 7, is due to the writer’s use of the LXX, which in turn had
chosen to use ‘angels’ to translate the plural word µyhiløa‘ (elohim), although it is also the usual word for the singular ‘god’. Also the phrase, ‘for a little while lower than the angels’ in verses 7 and 9 should be understood to
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was not one thing in all creation left outside his control (v. 8). But we do not see
‘man’ in control of all things, rather we see him in lifelong bondage (Heb. 2:14–15).
But we do see Jesus. In other words, while all of humanity, exemplified by the story
in Genesis 3, has been degraded from their exalted position, there is now a man who
fulfils all that the first man had and then lost.
Jesus was crowned with glory and honour. That is his humanity (so Ps. 8:5). There
is no doubt that all ‘the ages’ (tou;~ aijw§na~, tous aiōnas) were made through the Son,
but that by no means minimised his position as firstborn of all creation (Col. 1:15),
the one to whom all creation belongs by birthright. All things are now to be under his
feet (‘until’ in Heb. 1:13).
At last there is a man who fulfils the purpose of God, so that the plan of God can
now be carried out. But this involves him being fully human in order that as man he
may experience the suffering of death, so that he might taste death for everyone. It is
not spelled out until later but then, in Hebrews 9:27f., we see that this is him engaging
fully with ‘the judgment’ necessitated by ‘the sins of many’.

ROMANS 5:12–21
This passage commences a section in Romans which explains how it is that faith in
Christ Jesus is effective for our salvation. First we are shown that there are two men,
Adam (v. 14) and Jesus Christ (vv. 15, 17). Then we are shown that it is not simply
‘faith’ as an intellectual acceptance of certain premises that is effective, but faith as
participation in Christ Jesus: we were baptised into him. But participation in him is
significant because of what he has accomplished. And it is vital because unless we
participate in him then we remain participants in the other man, the old man.
(This ‘old man’/‘new man’ contrast is also made in Eph. 2:15 and especially 4:17–
24, but the distinction is again obscured by modern translators who prefer ‘self’
instead of ‘man’. See also Col. 3:9–10.)
One man brought death into the world through his sin. Paul is clearly writing with
Genesis 2:17 and 3:1–7 in his mind. Set to eat freely from the tree of life, man’s sin
has brought him death. Plainly this is not referring to physical death, or at least not
only to physical death (Adam did not die physically on the day that he ate, and Gen.
5:5 indicates that he died at age 930, meaning he lived even longer than his son Seth
at 912, or Enosh at 905, and so on). The New Testament stress is on the moral aspect
of death: ‘We are slaves of fear, not because we have to die, but because we deserve
to die!’ 12 The issue is not on physical death but on the judgement necessitated by sin
(Heb. 9:27, above). Now death reigns (Rom. 5:14, 17) in a most sinister way.
Paul’s description of the way death reigns is not that it is simply the lot of those in
Adam, but of those who are one with Adam in his sin. Emil Brunner comments:
The stream of death has its origin in the fall of the first man. His fall is the fall of all, his death the
death of all. Mankind is a unity, and over humanity rules the inexorable law of God that death is

indicate that ‘man’ is ‘to judge angels’ (1 Cor. 6:3), but not yet; that is a feature of the goal toward which creation
is moving.
12 Paul Tillich, ‘The Destruction of Death’ in The Shaking of the Foundations, Penguin, Harmondsworth,
1949, p. 172.
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part of sin . . . Death is God’s destroying power of wrath and the destined punishment for sin. This
power of death has now entered the world like a murderous plague seizing every individual human
being.
Adam’s descendants are not blamelessly seized by this destructive power, but all perish
‘because they have sinned’ . . . since Adam a doom of ‘death’ lies over mankind, over the whole of
history; a hostile destructive power has penetrated it, a current that carries off every individual man,
leading him towards ruin. No man possesses the strength of himself to flee from this necessity
of sinning; everyone shares in this compulsion . . . They are unable not to sin . . .
What he wishes to show is the unity of the human race in sin and the subjection of
every individual to this terrible compulsion which he receives into his will. Seen from Adam,
outside Christ, in its natural historical context, mankind is one in sinning and in subjugation to
the power of corruption.13

Over against this is the work of one man, Jesus Christ. And he is one man as Adam
was one man, meaning that he is the one man in whom all men find themselves in
their representative. Adam sinned and all participated in his sin, and now all participate in one man’s ‘act of righteousness’ (cf. Rom. 8:4), and so all have righteousness
and life (Rom. 5:18).
Paul evidently does not have a problem with the word ‘all’. Nor would he be
concerned, as many are, to explain the word as ‘all in Adam’ in contrast with ‘all in
Christ’. We see in Romans 9:6ff. that he is fully aware that not all are children of
promise, but were we to come from another direction and ask concerning the goal of
history and the plan of God, when creation is free from its bondage to decay, we may
find it simpler to say that at the telos all will be pure, all will be justified and sanctified because of one man’s act of righteousness.
Adam is dead (Rom. 6:6)! Christ’s act of righteousness was not simply his doing as
he was told, true as that is, but it was his taking Adam into himself on the cross and
bearing the total destruction of the old man as an effective element in creation. Adam
may still be a presence, but not an effective presence.

1 CORINTHIANS 15:42–49
The contrast between Adam and Christ continues into the discussion of our hope. Just
as Paul longed for the redemption of the body in Romans 7:24 and 8:23, so here he
deals with the nature of the resurrection body:
So it is with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable.
43
It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power. 44 It is
sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a spiritual
body. 45 Thus it is written, ‘The first man, Adam, became a living being’; the last Adam became a
life-giving spirit. 46 But it is not the spiritual that is first, but the physical, and then the spiritual.
47
The first man was from the earth, a man of dust; the second man is from heaven. 48 As was the
man of dust, so are those who are of the dust; and as is the man of heaven, so are those who are of
heaven. 49 Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of the
man of heaven (1 Cor. 15:42–49).

13 Emil Brunner, The Letter to the Romans: A Commentary, Lutterworth Press, London, 1961, pp. 44f.
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‘The first man, Adam, became a living being’, but then he died, along with all in him
(1 Cor. 15:22). ‘The last Adam’, on the other hand, ‘became a life-giving spirit’ (v. 45).
There are complexities in the passage which are not easily exploited in English
translations, such as the use of the same words ‘physical’ and ‘spiritual’ in verse 44 as
are used earlier in chapter 2 verses 13 and 14, which seems to be Paul deliberately
using words which were understood by the Corinthian church.14
For Christ to become a life-giving spirit does not mean he ceased to have a body.
That was part of the discussion in the previous paragraph. It does mean though that
now, far from passing death on to those in him, as the resurrected man Jesus is now
present and known through the Spirit he has poured out (Acts 2:33; Gal. 3:5) and he
gives life to all in him.
There is another contrast which Paul makes in verses 47–49. It is between the first
man, ‘the man of dust’ and the second man who is ‘from heaven’. It is possible that
Paul is not referring to Adam passing death on to those in him but that Adam’s whole
existence is characterised by dust. It is earthly. The point is not that Adam comes
from the earth but that he is characterised by it. It follows that Christ’s body is not one
which has come ‘from heaven’ but that his present humanity is heavenly—that is, ‘of
heaven’ (v. 48)—as ours will be at our resurrection. So verse 49, ‘Just as we have
borne the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of the man of
heaven’. This is borne out by a well-attested variant reading in verse 49 which,
instead of ‘we will bear’ (forevsomen, phoresomen), has ‘let us bear’ (forevswmen,
phoresōmen), implying: ‘Let us bear now the image of the man of heaven; let us
prepare now for what we will be’.

14 See Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (NICNT, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1987), pp. 788ff.;

and James D. G. Dunn, ‘1 Corinthians 15:45—Last Adam, Life-Giving Spirit’ in The Christ and the Spirit:
Collected Essays of James D. G. Dunn, vol. 1—Christology (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1998), pp. 154–66.
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STUDY 11

Baptised into the Triune Name
Noel Due

INTRODUCTION
The starting (and ending) point for our study must be the words of Jesus as recorded
in Matthew 28:19, where he says, ‘Go therefore and make disciples of all nations,
baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’.1 My
intention is not to exegete Matthew 28:16–20 in detail (there are plenty of good
commentaries for that) but to make some observations on its context and content, and
then tease out some of the implications of this for the theme of this school. In
particular we need to see the reality of the union with the Triune God that baptism
brings us into, and which is inseparably linked with our grace–faith union with Christ.

CHRIST THE LORD OF THE NATIONS
The context of Jesus’ statement is important in that: (i) it is linked to the clear
declaration that the risen Jesus has all authority now given to him; (ii) that this
authority is to be (and is being) exercised over the nations; (iii) that the nations are to
be taught/discipled according to Jesus’ commands; and that (iv) Jesus would be continually present with the apostolic witnesses, to the very end of the age. This means
that baptism into (ei~) the name of the Triune God is at the very least an expression of
the authority of God’s Messiah. This can be understood in an objective and subjective
sense. In the bestowal of baptism, God through Christ claims the nations as his own,
as indeed they always have been. In receiving baptism, the nations confess their faith
in God who has saved them.2 The declaration of God’s Lordship over the nations is
inseparable from the proclamation of the gospel he has established in the Son, under
1 It is not germane to our topic, thankfully, to engage with critical theories about whether these words
represent the ipsissima verba of Jesus, but interested readers can see a good discussion of the issues in
G. R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism in the New Testament (Paternoster, Exeter, 1976), pp. 77–90. Scripture quotations
are from the NASB unless otherwise stated.
2 It is a significant fact that baptism became the immediate and universally recognised mark of incorporation into
the body of Christ from Pentecost onwards. This was so, no matter what was the ethnic or geographical location of the
various New Testament converts/congregations (e.g. Acts 2:38, 41; 8:12–13, 16, 38; 9:18; cf. Rom. 6:3–5; 1 Cor.
1:13–17; etc.). Jews and Gentiles, slave or free, male or female, young and old were all baptised, indicating their
status as citizens of heaven and as the community of the Lord, Jesus.
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whose authority the Church speaks. Thus, at its very inception as a Christian and
dominical act, the matter of baptism cannot be separated from the proclamation of the
gospel. Baptism is an event of the Word through the word.3
The context also indicates that baptism is an eschatological event, in that: (i) its content (dying with Christ and being raised with him to life in the Spirit, as in Romans 6–8)
points to the end of the current age dominated by the prince of this world; and (ii) the
act of baptism itself is only to be practiced until the end of the age. The nations of the
coming age are the new Bride who, having been baptised into Christ, are one with
him. Now this unity is known by faith. Then it will be seen by sight.
Furthermore the universality of the command stands in contrast to Jesus’ deliberately circumscribed mission to Israel as recorded elsewhere in Matthew (e.g. Matt.
10:5; 15:24). This universality indicates that the great Davidic King now fulfils the
promise made to Abraham to bring the blessing of God to the nations. The use of
Abraham and David in Matthew 1:1 is a theological statement, the implications of
which are now made plain in Matthew 28:18–20. To be sure the ingathering of the
nations has been prefigured throughout Matthew (see, for example, the nascent
inclusion of the nations in the magi who worship the infant Jesus in 2:1–12; the
Roman centurion who recognises Jesus as a man under God’s authority in 8:5–13; the
Canaanite woman who petitions Jesus for the healing of her daughter in 15:21–28;
and the confession made by the centurion at the foot of the cross in 27:54), but now
all that was implicit in these instances is now explicit. All the nations are to be
baptised into the Triune name.
Moreover, thematically, the Lordship of the Messiah cannot be separated from the
establishment of the new covenant in his blood. The new covenant is the fulfilment of
the Abrahamic covenant (in terms of salvation history) and at the same time it is the
culmination of the implicit covenant with creation (in terms of its ultimate goal, a new
3 P. T. Forsyth writes, ‘The perversions of Baptism have been said to take two main directions. On the one
hand it drops to mere symbolism, on the other to mere magic’ (The Church and the Sacraments, Independent
Press, London, 1947, p. 193). One of the great principles of the Reformation was to link the sacraments with the
proclamation of the gospel, thereby saving us from both errors. Both baptism and the Lord’s Supper were
witnesses to Christ, as much as was the preached word. Both the sacraments and the preached word set forth Christ
who was/is to be received by faith. Christ is the substance of the sacraments, he is objectively set forth in them and
his Spirit is the one who teaches the believer the significance of them. Thus, they do not work ‘magically’ to
confer grace, faith or justification. For Calvin therefore the sacraments are another aid to our faith related to the
preaching of the gospel. The sacrament is not needed to confirm the word, but is given to establish our faith in the
word. Both baptism and the Lord’s Supper ‘serve our faith before him [and] serve our confession before men’
(Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, LCC, vol. 21, Westminster Pr., Philadelphia, 1960, book 4, part xv.1,
p. 1304). The word, therefore, enables us to understand the sign, and the sign should follow on the preaching of the
word. In all of this, Calvin emphasised the role of the Spirit who, as the inward teacher, comes to the believer to
teach him the meaning of the word in the sacraments. Indeed I believe it was Calvin (though I could not track
down the reference) who spoke of the Lord’s Supper (and baptism) as the gospel in visible form.
One example of the legacy of this understanding is seen in the Heidelberg Catechism. For example:
Question 67: ARE BOTH THE WORD AND SACRAMENTS THEN INTENDED TO FOCUS OUR FAITH ON THE SACRIFICE OF
JESUS CHRIST ON THE CROSS AS THE ONLY GROUND OF OUR SALVATION? Answer: Right! In the gospel the Holy Spirit
teaches us and through the holy sacraments he assures us that our entire salvation rests on Christ’s one sacrifice for us
on the cross (The Heidelberg Catechism, Board of Publ’ns of the Christian Reformed Church, Grand Rapids, 1981).

Another example is seen in the Westminster Confession:
Sacraments are holy signs and seals of the covenant of grace, immediately instituted by God, to represent Christ and His
benefits; and to confirm our interest in Him; as also, to put a visible difference between those that belong unto the
Church, and the rest of the world; and solemnly to engage them to the service of God in Christ, according to His Word
(Westminster Confession of Faith, Free Presbyterian Publ., Glasgow, 1994, ch. 27, pt 1, p. 111).
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heavens and a new earth). Both are evident within the proto-evangel of Genesis 3:15,
and both rest on the work of the cross. The proclamation of the universal Lordship of
the Messiah, then, could not take place until the work of redemption was completed.
‘Christ came to redeem, which He could only do by His Incarnation; He did not come
to be incarnate, and incidentally to redeem.’4 It is only the crucified and risen Christ
who could make the declarations (and issue the command) of Matthew 28:19f.

The Apostolic Proclamation of Christ’s Lordship
When we look at the apostolic proclamation in the book of the Acts, it is clear that
the Lordship of Jesus the Messiah was the central theme of their message. Apostolic
proclamation is kerygmatic in that it is announcement leading to command, rather
than information leading to invitation! The very nature of the apostolic gospel is
bound up with the Lordship under which the apostles stood. But the apostolic gospel
proclaims not only that Jesus is Lord (i.e. the fact) but also the basis, nature and
implications of that Lordship.
In terms of the pattern of apostolic proclamation, the fact of Jesus’ Lordship rests
on the basis of Jesus’ ascension to the right hand of the Father (see, for example, the
pattern of Peter’s ministry in Acts 2, or Paul’s—to the Greek philosophers no less!—
in Acts 17). This ascension is the outcome of Jesus’ completed work of redemption
and the defeat of his enemies in his cross–resurrection.
The contrasting nature of Jesus’ Lordship to the rulership of the ‘lords many’ (both
heavenly and earthly) who exercise authority on the earth is clear. Not only is this
contrast embedded in Jesus’ own teaching (e.g. Mark 10:35–45; John 13), but it is a
repeated theme in the epistles and the book of the Revelation. The implications of this
Lordship are spelled out in Jesus’ own teaching (e.g. Matt. 25, where the parables all
relate to the parousia as an exercise of Jesus’ Lordship, or the other parables of the
kingdom in places such as Matt. 13); and in the New Testament letters. The exposition
of Christ’s Lordship over the cosmos (e.g. in Phil. 2:1ff.), but also the explanation of
what it means for the people of God to live under the Lordship of Christ as a new community in the earth (e.g. the latter sections of Paul’s letters), alike contrast the nature of
life in and under the Lordship of Christ with life in and under the lordship of the world
systems. The Lordship of Jesus means that neither Caesar nor Satan is lord; that he
rules over them from the right hand of God; that the nature of his rule is nothing other
than the rule of love; and that his word is to be heeded, and repentant nations are to be
baptised in submission to his grace.
All of this proclamation is with a view to the repentance of the nations and the
coming of the final Day of the Lord. Baptism of the repentant nations is God’s stamp
of ownership on them, and their observing of the commands of his Son is their free
recognition that they have been purchased by Jesus’ blood, that the Father may be
glorified in them. Thus:
. . . the peoples are to become disciples of the sovereign Lord and baptism is a means to this end;
the idea of appropriation, dedication, submission, and belonging that attaches to the Greek use of
εἰς τὸ ὄνο μα perfectly accords with the major motif of making disciples.5
4 P. T. Forsyth, The Church and the Sacraments, p. 197.
5 G. R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism in the New Testament, p. 90.
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Heppe similarly comments: ‘The symbolic sense of this action is that the person baptized is implanted into the triune God as His property to His service and praise, as
surely as the dispenser of baptism accomplishes the outward action upon him’.6
Thus, the person who is baptised belongs to God, by being brought into union with
him in baptism, thus being sealed as his property. Which God do Christians belong
to? The God revealed in the Triune name. In that the Christian ‘puts on’ Christ in
baptism (Gal. 3:27; cf. Eph. 4:24; Col. 3:10), he puts on the one in whom the Father is
known, and through whom the Spirit is given. Which people does God own in this
world? The baptised Church, his ‘chosen people’, set apart as his precious possession
(1 Pet. 2:9) is his, and no one else’s!

ONE WITH CHRIST: ONE WITH THE TRIUNE GOD
Other papers in this school will deal with many of the aspects I touch upon here, but it
is worth reiterating the point that baptism is not a testimony about us, or even about
our faith. Baptism does not witness to what we have done, but what God has accomplished. In the New Testament, the elements of proclamation, reception/regeneration
(i.e. Spirit baptism) and water baptism form an inseparable unitary complex. The cases
such as the disciples of John the Baptist in Ephesus (Acts 19:1–10) are the exceptions
which prove the rule. The New Testament knows nothing of an unbaptised believer,
and so the New Testament writers use ‘baptism’ as a shorthand expression for all that
it means to hear the gospel, be regenerated by the Spirit, receive the word by faith and
be united with Christ in so believing.
Because baptism speaks of a complex more than a rite, the act of baptism expresses a
number of things. Very clearly it speaks of at least four things: (i) incorporation (into the
visible community of the Church); (ii) initiation (into a life lived according to the Spirit,
not according to the flesh—i.e. equivalent to putting off and putting on); (iii) instruction
(i.e. the community into which one is baptised both lives under the teaching/instruction
of God and exists for it, so the new life of the believer is a life lived by hearing a new
Word); and (iv) immersion (we are plunged into Christ by the Spirit). All of this, however, is because by grace through faith a believer is united to Christ in the Spirit as an
adopted son of the Father. Forsyth’s comment that (in the Reformation) ‘Grace was not
an infusion of vital substance or supernal influence, but it was a relation of active persons’7 is still apposite. The tendency to demean grace to something we can dispense
through our actions has not left the race!
John Murray comments:
Such passages as Romans 6:3–6; I Corinthians 12:13; Galatians 3:27, 28; Colossians 2:11, 12 plainly
indicate that union with Christ is the governing idea. Baptism signifies union with Christ in his death,
burial, and resurrection. It is because believers are united to Christ in the efficacy of his death, in the
power of his resurrection, and in the fellowship of his grace that they are one body. They are united to
Christ and therefore to one another. Of this union baptism is the sign and seal. The relationship which
baptism signifies is therefore that of union, and union with Christ is its basic and central import.8

6 H. Heppe, Reformed Dogmatics (Wakeman Great Reprints, London, n.d.), p. 615.
7 P. T. Forsyth, The Church and the Sacraments, p. 195.
8 John Murray, ‘Christian Baptism’ in Westminster Theological Journal, vol. 13:2, Westminster Theological

Seminary, Philadelphia, May 1951, p. 109.
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But, by its very nature, union with Christ means relationship with all the members of
the Godhead:
We must bear in mind, however, that the formula which our Lord used in the institution of this
ordinance is more inclusive than that of union with himself. Baptism is into the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. It means therefore that a relation of union to the three
persons of the Godhead is thereby signified. This is entirely consonant with the teaching of our
Lord elsewhere regarding the union that is established by faith in him. It is not only union with
himself but also with the Father and the Holy Spirit (cf. John 14:16, 17, 23; 17:21–23). Consequently baptism, by the very words of institution, signifies union with the Father and the Son and
the Holy Ghost, and this means with the three persons of the trinity, both in the unity expressed by
their joint possession of the one name and in the richness of the distinctive relationship which each
person of the Godhead sustains to the people of God in the economy of the covenant of grace.9

The words of Matthew 28:19, then, describe what baptism means, rather than merely
giving us a formula that we should use.10 One of the interesting features of the Acts
narrative is that baptisms are recorded ‘in the name of Jesus’ or ‘into the name of
Jesus’ or just ‘into the name’ (Acts 2:38; 8:16; 10:48; 19:5; cf. Rom. 6:3; 1 Cor. 1:13;
Gal. 3:27),11 but Bavinck is surely right when he observes that:
In all these cases [viz. baptism ‘into Moses’, ‘in the name of Paul’, ‘into the body’, ‘in the name of
Jesus’, etc.] no one thinks of a formula used in connection with the rite of baptism. The expression
‘in the name of Jesus’ is not meant as a formula but is a description of the character of Christian
baptism.

He then goes on to say:
Now the same thing is meant when Jesus says in Matt. 28:19 that his disciples must be baptized
‘into the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit’. It is not here prescribing to the
apostles what they have to say during the administration of baptism but what they have to do.
Christian baptism is and must be an incorporation into fellowship with the God who has revealed
himself as Father, Son, and Spirit.12

To be baptised into the Triune name means to become united with God the Father,
Son and Holy Spirit through grace–faith union with Jesus the Messiah. To be baptised
into this name is to be immersed in the very life of God himself, with the eschatological goal that we will be utterly conformed to the likeness of the Son.

9 ‘Christian Baptism’ in Westminster Theological Journal, vol. 13:2, p. 110.
10 Nor is it telling us what form of immersion/affusion we should use or how many times we should use it.

Though the pattern of threefold initiation has a long history in the Church (e.g. The Didache, 7), and while it is still
Orthodox practice, the name is singular. We are not baptised into three names, but one name. We are baptised into
the name of the Triune God.
11 Questions about the relationship between the Trinitarian phraseology of Matthew 28:19 and the use of the
name of Jesus in Acts, have prompted some interesting developments, not least the rise of the Oneness Pentecostals (where valid baptism is in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ only, and who will rebaptise folk who have
been baptised in the traditional Trinitarian formula). It should be noted, however, that the matter is not merely
formulaic, as Oneness teaching is self-consciously not Trinitarian in its theology.
12 H. Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics—Volume 4: Holy Spirit, Church, and New Creation, Baker Academic,
Grand Rapids, 2008, p. 504.
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STUDY 12

Faith Receives It All
Rod James

THE FAITH OF THE BAPTISED
Much that has been written in recent decades about Christian baptism has been
written in the context of denominational churches reassessing and restating their
doctrine and practices of baptism. Predictably, this material deals with the subject
within a particular tradition and with pragmatic issues in mind. Beasley-Murray has
reflected frankly upon this process within his own and other denominations:
We have looked at the statements about baptism in the New Testament through spectacles
manufactured by trusted Baptist opticians, and we are oblivious to the fact that in so doing we act in
the same way as other groups towards whom we feel and act so superiorly, only they get their
spectacles from different firms—worthy Anglican, Lutheran, and Presbyterian manufacturers, who
supply luxurious frames and bifocal lenses!1

There is little in these denominational reports and restatements that empowers the
ordinary believer with heart-warming faith. Amid all the literature on baptism, the
work of Martin Luther is refreshingly warm and helpful in that he continually has in
mind the Christian believer and his/her life of faith and battle with the accuser. Luther
had discovered this link between his own baptism and his life of faith at a time when
the church had neglected it for a long time. A Lutheran professor of pastoral ministry,
John T. Pless, explains:
While baptism was featured quite prominently in the early church, [its] place was diminished in the
middle ages. There was little catechetical literature to tutor the faithful on the significance of baptism. In fact, the chief feature of baptism seemed to be that of initiation. Baptism was the beginning
point on the sacramental continuum but it had little significance for the ongoing spiritual life as the
eucharist and especially penance overshadowed baptism. By way of contrast Luther did not limit
baptism to the moment of the rite, but asserted the enduring benefits of baptism both for daily life
and finally for the approach of death itself. For Luther baptism is no mere rite of initiation on the
spectrum of sacramental acts, but the basis and content of the Christian’s life that is brought to
completion only in the resurrection of the body.2
1 G. R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism Today and Tomorrow, MacMillan, London, 1966, pp. 89–90.
2 John T. Pless, Baptism as Consolation in Luther’s Pastoral Care, Seminar Presentation: Tenth International

Congress for Luther Research, Copenhagen, August 2002, p. 1. Accessed 14 June 2009 on:
<http://www.ctsfw.edu/academics/faculty/pless/luther_baptism.pdf>.
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Faith Receives It All
The status of baptism in Luther’s day has parallels in our times as in many churches
today, to use Pless’s words, there is ‘little catechetical literature to tutor the faithful on
the significance of baptism’.

From Font to Grave—‘I am Baptized’
Drawing heavily on the writings of Martin Luther, Pless counsels his readers:
Baptism is present tense. It is not simply that ‘I was baptized’ but that ‘I am baptized’ . . . Baptism
is not something that is confined to the moment of the liturgical rite, but rather embraces the life of
the Christian from font to grave.3

Pless quotes from Luther’s Large Catechism to expand this important truth:
In Baptism, therefore, every Christian has enough to study and practice all his or her life. Christians
always have enough to do to believe firmly what Baptism promises and brings—victory over death
and the devil, forgiveness of sin, God’s grace, the entire Christ, and the Holy Spirit with his gifts. In
short, the blessings of Baptism are so boundless that if our timid nature considers them, it may well
doubt whether they could be all true.4

The Power of God, Effective through Faith
Baptism is not to be understood as having power ex opere operato;5 the power is
God’s power effective through faith. Adrio König helps us to speak of ‘the rich meaning of baptism’ without attributing exclusive and automatic power to it:
. . . the rich meaning of baptism cannot be ascribed to baptism in isolation from the other means of
grace as though on its own it has this rich meaning. It is always to be viewed in the closest connection with the death and resurrection of Christ, the work of the Spirit, the proclaimed word, and faith.
As an example we read i.a. in Romans 6:3–4 and Colossians 2–3 that we are united to Christ
through baptism. This does however not mean that baptism on its own automatically unites us to
Christ. The means of grace are interrelated in different ways. One could e.g. say: We believe that
the Spirit through baptism unites us to Christ by virtue of his death and resurrection. Or one could
say: Through the proclamation of the gospel the Spirit assures us that we can accept through faith
that Christ’s work of redemption applies to us and that we participate in it through faith and
baptism. Consequently we see that baptism functions in close connection with all the other means
of grace.6

3 John T. Pless, quoted from an article in For the Life of the World entitled: ‘I Am Baptized: What Does This
Mean?’ Accessed 14 June 2009 at:
<http://www.lifeoftheworld.com/lotw/article.php?m_vol=6&m_num=2&a_num=4>.
4 Luther’s Large Catechism, IV:41, trans. Robert Kolb and Timothy Wengert, Fortress Press, Minneapolis,
2000, p. 461. Quoted by Pless in For the Life of the World.
5 The following definition is from Believe Religious Information Source website, accessed 14 June 2009 at
<http://mb-soft.com/believe/txn/exopere.htm>:
Ex Opere Operato means that if the communicative nature of the Christian sacraments is acknowledged, a sacrament
properly performed is seen to convey God’s grace independently of the faith or moral character of the celebrant or
recipients. Its value springs from its divine institution, ‘from the work already done’ (Latin ex opere operato), in which
the sacrament participates. The opposite position has been maintained by some—that the value of the sacrament does
depend in some way on those who celebrate and receive, ex opere operantis (‘from the work being done’).
6 Adrio König, unpublished work on baptism, p. 4.
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As Luther wrote in his best-known baptismal hymn, ‘Not simple water, but the
Word, and Spirit without measure’:
So hear ye all and well perceive
What God doth call a Baptism
And what a Christian should believe
Who error shuns and schism:
That we should water use the Lord
Declareth is His pleasure,
Not simple water, but the Word
And Spirit without measure;—
He is the true Baptizer.7

Having been encouraged by Luther to ‘believe firmly what Baptism promises and
brings’, let us look at the way the life of faith figures as an outworking of our baptism.
In our baptism the following realities are signified and celebrated:
1.

Incorporation into Jesus Christ, that is, into his death, resurrection, ascension
and reign;

2.

Purification and forgiveness of sin;

3.

Receiving the Spirit and new life; and

4.

Ordination into the ministry of Christ.

Beasley-Murray puts it this way:
At baptism the convert learns that his participation in the redemption of Christ is the means of his
deliverance, the pattern of his living, the fount of his renewal, and the anticipation of the goal for
which he was created. The end is enshrined in the beginning. And the beginning, continuance, and
end is Christ.8

As Günther Bornkamm says, ‘Baptism is the appropriation of the new life, and the
new life is the appropriation of baptism’.9

The Faith of the Baptised in the New Testament
Having been thus alerted to the significance of baptismal faith for the whole of
Christian life and not just its beginning, let us return to familiar passages in the New
Testament which have shaped our understanding of who and what we are in Christ.
While these passages have been familiar ground-stays of our faith, we may not have
been as conscious as we could have been that the realities they speak of are the
content and outworking of our baptism.
Romans 6:3–11
Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his
death? 4 We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was
7 The second verse of ‘To Jordan came our Lord, the Christ’, hymn 401 in Evangelical Lutheran Hymn-Book
(Concordia Publishing House, St. Louis, 1927), pp. 374–6.
8 G. R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism Today and Tomorrow, pp. 78–9.
9 Quoted by Beasley-Murray, Baptism Today and Tomorrow, p. 72.
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raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life . . . 10 For the
death he died he died to sin, once for all, but the life he lives he lives to God. 11 So you also must
consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.10

Some translations of verse 11 say, ‘reckon yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in
Christ Jesus’. Such ‘dead-reckoning’ is clearly the outcome of our having been
baptised into Christ. As the word-event of our baptism defines us, so by faith we hold
to that self-definition.
Galatians 2:19–20
For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. 20 I have been crucified with
Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I
live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.

This confessional statement by Paul has been precious to Christians in all generations
because it gives voice to the personal reckoning of our faith. In the present study we
note that such reckoning is possible because ‘I am baptized’.
Philippians 2:5–11
Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form
of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but made himself nothing, taking
the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in human form, he
humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 9 Therefore
God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, 10 so that at
the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and every
tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

This passage is sometimes called ‘the Philippian hymn’ because scholars see in it
the form of a liturgical hymn or recitation. The ‘mind’ (v. 5) which it expresses is
ours for the simple reason that we have been baptised into Christ. The exhortation to
‘have this mind among yourselves’, and the exhortations of verses 1–4 are essentially
exhortations to live in and live out our own baptism.
Colossians 2:9–14
For in him [i.e. Christ] the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, 10 and you have been filled in him,
who is the head of all rule and authority. 11 In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision
made without hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ, 12 having
been buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through faith in the
powerful working of God, who raised him from the dead. 13 And you, who were dead in your
trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven
us all our trespasses, 14 by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands.
This he set aside, nailing it to the cross.

Preachers are often heard exhorting their Christian brothers and sisters to press on
to seek or to enter into the deeper or fuller things of God. It is good to seek God.
However, one has to ask, ‘Is it really possible to acquire any greater fullness than
what Paul says we have in our baptism into Jesus Christ?’ It seems that evangelical
pietism never tires of earnestly asking God for what He has already given us. By
subtle contrast, faith thankfully lays hold of the fullness that God has already given us
10 Bible quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version.
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in Christ and in our baptism into Christ. In this sense, as the title of this study asserts,
faith receives it all, and receives it all in baptism.
Colossians 3:1–5
If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at
the right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth.
3
For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ who is your life
appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.
5
Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire,
and covetousness, which is idolatry.

The assessment, ‘For you have died’, is based upon the fact that Paul’s readers
have been baptised into Christ. The exhortation, ‘Put to death therefore what is earthly
in you’, is not an invitation to go on a killing spree. The word ‘therefore’, in this
context, gives the sense, ‘that which is earthly in you died in baptism, therefore let it
be as dead to you as Christ has made it in his cross’.
There are very many more New Testament passages in which we will find reference
to some implication of our baptism. The above serve to whet our appetites to discover
others for ourselves as ‘we see what a great and excellent thing Baptism is’:
Thus we see what a great and excellent thing Baptism is, which snatches us from the jaws of the
devil and makes us God’s own, overcomes and takes away sin and daily strengthens the new person
and always endures and remains until we pass out of this misery into eternal glory. Therefore let all
Christians regard their Baptism as the daily garment that they are to wear all the time. Every day
they should be found in faith and with its fruits, suppressing the old creature and growing up in the
new. If we want to be Christians, we must practice the work that makes us Christians, and let those
who fall away return to it. As Christ, the mercy seat, does not withdraw from us or forbid us to
return to him even though we sin, so all his treasures and gifts remain. As we have once obtained
forgiveness of sins in Baptism, so forgiveness remains day by day as long as we live, that is, as long
as we carry the old creature around our neck.11

Baptism as Ordination into the Ministry of Christ
The significance of baptism as ordination into the ministry of Christ has been
largely overlooked in many recent writings that describe the meaning of baptism.
Likewise it has not been adequately emphasised in the preparation for and the practice
of baptism. I have often noticed how young people in believers’ baptism congregations have come to faith but have put off being baptised, believing perhaps that they
are not ready for it. Could it be that these young people have sensed something about
the meaning of baptism which they need more help to come to terms with? That
ominous but exciting meaning is that coming to Christ and being baptised into his
death and resurrection means that the believer is immediately set apart for participation in the ministry of Christ in the church and in the world.
A thorough discussion of this meaning of baptism can be found in a helpful article
included in Theological Foundations for Ministry, edited by Ray S. Anderson. The
article quoted below is from a periodical called Encounter, and is called ‘Christ’s
Ministry through His Whole Church and Its Ministers’. It makes the threefold point
that to be baptised is to live in and for Christ, to live in and for the church, and to live
11 Luther’s Large Catechism, IV:83–86, pp. 466–7, quoted in John T. Pless, For the Life of the World.
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in and for the world. It is in relation to this aspect of baptism that we can see the
strong and direct link between Christ’s baptism and our own. The Encounter article
uses quotes from a Faith and Order Report on ‘The Meaning of Baptism’ to articulate
this link:
Thus ‘the baptism of Jesus was consecration to his vocation as the Messiah who was the Servant of
the Lord . . . His baptism anticipated, so to speak, his entire life, from the moment of baptism right
on to death . . . It was also the way to resurrection and exaltation.’
Similarly through our baptism Christ incorporates us and ordains us for participation in his ministry. ‘The outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost is the counterpart of what happened to Jesus at his
baptism . . . The same Spirit who remained on Jesus for his messianic ministry has ever since
Pentecost dwelt in the church, which is the temple of his body.’ ‘For Jesus baptism meant that he
was consecrated as Messiah. For us baptism means that we are consecrated as members of the
messianic people . . . ’ ‘The life of which baptism is the starting point is a life “in Christ” . . . ’ ‘So
our baptism anticipates our entire life,’ and therefore ‘Paul’s ethics are essentially “ethics of
baptism.” The one business of our life is to realize, to give effect to, what was given to us in our
baptism . . . ’ ‘What happens in baptism is that my little life is taken up into God’s plan of salvation,
the mighty movement of salvation history whereby it is carried along towards its eschatological
fulfilment at the “parousia” (the second coming) of Christ.’12

Paul’s description of apostolic life in 2 Corinthians 4 has his characteristic intimation of Christian life as a perpetual baptism into Jesus’ death and resurrection. The
baptised community cannot avoid, and should be taught, that we are:
. . . always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested
in our bodies. 11 For we who live are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the
life of Jesus also may be manifested in our mortal flesh. 12 So death is at work in us, but life in you
(2 Cor. 4:10–12).

If this important meaning of baptism as the taking up of one’s cross were held
more consciously by parents and congregations then infant or covenant baptism
would proclaim its meaning more clearly and credibly as the participation of children
in the body of Christ rather than just the bonhomie of God for babies.

PASTORAL APPLICATIONS OF BAPTISMAL FAITH
Luther preached at least 23 sermons on baptism. His writings as a pastor in the cura
animarum (cure of souls) are most valuable to our work in the same field. There is no
horror of hell, no depth of despond, no stickiness of sin that Martin himself had not
experienced, and with love for his fellow sinners/saints he eagerly and joyfully
showed them the blessings of their own baptism into Jesus Christ, that they might
know the same cleansing, regeneration, assurance, and love that he himself had found
in Christ. Repeatedly he directs people back to the significance of their baptism into
Christ as the ever-present reality in which their faith resides:

12 Theological Foundations for Ministry, ed. Ray S. Anderson, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1979, p. 432. The

quotations are from the ‘Faith and Order Report on “The meaning of Baptism”’, in One Lord, One Baptism
(S.C.M. Press, London, 1960), pp. 53ff.
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This blessed sacrament of baptism helps you because God allies himself with you and becomes one
with you in a gracious covenant of comfort.13
Ah, dear Christians, let us not value or treat this unspeakable gift so halfheartedly. For baptism is
our only comfort and the doorway to all of God’s possessions and to the communion of all the
saints. To this end may God help us.14

In his pastoral letters and other writings Luther ministered to many people in relation to a variety of life issues. Here are some in which he refers people to the efficacy
of their baptism.15

Impatience in Suffering
The realization that you have been called by this Man, that you have been blessed by a knowledge,
desire, and love for his Word, and that you have been sealed therein by his Baptism and Sacrament
should surely make you more cheerful. What more do you expect of Him who has inwardly given
you such love toward him and outwardly given you such seals and such a testimony of his grace?16

Lack of assurance
If only we are able to believe that the promises have been spoken by God and see behind them the
one who has spoken them, we shall magnify that Word. But because we hear it as it comes to us
through the lips of a man, we are apt to pay as little attention to it as to the mooing of a cow.17
For just as the truth of the divine promise, once pronounced over us, continues until death, so our
faith in it ought never to cease, but be nourished and strengthened until death by the continual
remembrance of this promise made to us in baptism.18

Worries about Predestination
God did not come down from heaven to make you uncertain about predestination or cause you to
despise the Sacraments. He instituted them to make you more certain and to drive such speculations
out of your mind . . . these speculations about predestination are of the devil. If they assault you,
say: ‘I am a son of God. I have been baptized. I believe in Jesus Christ, who was crucified for me.
Let me alone, devil.’19

Falling into Sin
For this reason no one should be terrified if he feels evil lust or love, nor should he despair even if
he falls. Rather he should remember his baptism, and comfort himself joyfully with the fact that
God has there pledged himself to slay his sin for him and not to count it a cause for condemnation,
13 The Book of Concord, p. 373, quoted in Pless, Baptism as Consolation in Luther’s Pastoral Care, p. 4.
14 The Book of Concord, p. 373, quoted in Pless, Baptism as Consolation in Luther’s Pastoral Care, p. 1.
15 For a fuller treatment of these pastoral applications of baptism see John T. Pless, Baptism as Consolation in

Luther’s Pastoral Care.
16 Theodore Tappert (ed.), Luther: Letters of Spiritual Counsel (Regent College Publ., Vancouver, 1995),
pp. 37–8, quoted in Pless, Baptism as Consolation in Luther’s Pastoral Care, p. 3.
17 Tappert, Luther: Letters of Spiritual Counsel, p. 122, quoted in Pless, Baptism as Consolation in Luther’s
Pastoral Care, p. 5.
18 Quoted in Pless, Baptism as Consolation in Luther’s Pastoral Care, p. 6.
19 Tappert, Luther: Letters of Spiritual Counsel, pp. 133f., quoted in Pless, Baptism as Consolation in Luther’s
Pastoral Care, p. 4, n. 18.
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if only he does not say Yes to sin or remain in it. Moreover these wild thoughts and appetites, and
even a fall into sin, should not be regarded as an occasion for despair. Regard them rather as an
admonition from God that we should remember our baptism and what was there spoken, that we
should call upon God’s mercy and exercise ourselves in striving against sin, that we should even
welcome death in order that we may be rid of sin.20

The Stricken Conscience
Luther disagreed strongly with Jerome in the latter’s elevation of penance. While
maintaining that the Christian remains semper penitens (always penitent), Luther
called on believers to live continually in the great realities of repentance, faith and
regeneration that were theirs in their baptism. John T. Pless observes:
For Luther, the medieval penitential practices are replaced by a renewed emphasis on the baptismal
life as the life of repentance and faith. Confession and absolution remain but are now envisioned in
connection to baptism and a return to the forgiveness of sins bestowed in baptism.21

The Approach of Death
The significance of baptism—the dying or drowning of sin—is not fulfilled completely in this life.
Indeed this does not happen until man passes through bodily death and completely decays to dust.
As we can plainly see, the sacrament or sign of baptism is quickly over. But the spiritual baptism,
the drowning of sin, which it signifies, lasts as long as we live and is completed only in death. Then
it is that a person is completely sunk in baptism, and that which baptism signifies comes to pass.22

Thus Luther does not merely console us in the face of death, but redefines death in
terms of the final stage and completion of our baptism. The radical elements of cross
and resurrection in our baptism find their more complete expression in our mortal
death and our departure to be with the Lord. Finally our baptism into Christ is joyfully
consummated in the resurrection of the body:
But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21 who will
transform our lowly body to be like his glorious body, by the power that enables him even to
subject all things to himself (Phil. 3:20–21).

FAITH RECEIVES IT ALL
Luther’s pastoral care and exhortations centred on a call to believers to receive by faith
all that God had given them in their own baptism:
No greater jewel, therefore, can adorn our body and soul than baptism, for through it we become
completely holy and blessed, which no work on earth can acquire.23
20 The Holy and Blessed Sacrament of Baptism (trans. Charles M. Jacobs, revised E. Theodore Bachmann),
para. 11. Accessed 14 June 2009 at:
<http://www.vasynod.org/files/BibleStudy/GreatestHits/Vol%2035%20THE%20HOLY%20AND%20BLESSED
%20SACRAMENT%20OF%20BAPTISM.pdf>.
21 John T. Pless, Baptism as Consolation in Luther’s Pastoral Care, p. 12.
22 John T. Pless, Baptism as Consolation in Luther’s Pastoral Care, p. 5.
23 Luther’s Large Catechism, IV:46, p. 462, quoted in Pless, Baptism as Consolation in Luther’s Pastoral
Care, p. 11.
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There have been many fine baptismal hymns written to assist believers to confess
by faith the fullness of all that their baptism contains, and the following one is an
example:
God’s own child, I gladly say it:
I am baptized into Christ!
He, because I could not pay it,
Gave my full redemption price.
Do I need earth’s treasures many?
I have one worth more than any
That brought me salvation free
Lasting to eternity!
Sin, disturb my soul no longer:
I am baptized into Christ!
I have comfort even stronger:
Jesus’ cleansing sacrifice.
Should a guilty conscience seize me
Since my baptism did release me
In a dear forgiving flood,
Sprinkling me with Jesus’ blood?
Satan, hear this proclamation:
I am baptized into Christ!
Drop your ugly accusation,
I am not so soon enticed.
Now that to the font I’ve traveled,
All your might has come unraveled,
And, against your tyranny,
God, my Lord, unites with me!
Death, you cannot end my gladness:
I am baptized into Christ!
When I die, I leave all sadness
To inherit paradise!
Though I lie in dust and ashes
Faith’s assurance brightly flashes:
Baptism has the strength divine
To make life immortal mine.
There is nothing worth comparing
To this lifelong comfort sure!
Open-eyed my grave is staring:
Even there I’ll sleep secure.
Though my flesh awaits its raising,
Still my soul continues praising:
I am baptized into Christ;
I’m a child of paradise! 24

24 Erdmann Neumeister (1671–1756), ‘God’s own child, I gladly say it: I am baptized’, from Christian

Worship Supplement, No. 737 and Lutheran Service Book, No. 594 (Concordia Publ. House, St Louis, 2006).
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STUDY 13

Rebirth to a Living Hope
Randall Lawton
In these days the media and politicians have much to say about swine flu, the global
financial crisis and global warming. The world as a whole is very concerned where
these may take us. Without entering into the veracity of the issues, it seems that fear
drives much of the coverage of these events, giving rise to an incredible political
correctness and a sensationalisation of the facts by reporters. All this, it would seem,
is to motivate governments and peoples to take a certain course of action. If there
were a sure hope it would be calming and create a situation of genuine, rational
analysis. Christ’s gospel creates a people ‘to a living hope’ (1 Pet. 1:3),1 which, as
these words indicate, involves something certain and glorious to come and is also the
power to live in the present age toward that end. It releases us from the tyranny of
humanistic programs lacking Divine content, ending up in brutal coercion and/or
liquidation or from religious systems of over-realised eschatology, which are fuelled
by superficial fantasy and forecasting, fanatical pharisaical pietism and a fetish to
fact-find for the cause.

WAITING AND AWASH IN TRIUNE HOPE
Paul says that in baptism we ‘were baptized into [Christ’s] death . . . For if we have
been united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united with him in a
resurrection like his’ (Rom. 6:3, 5). Our walk in Christ is full of hope. The word
‘hope’ (elpis) has to do with what lies ahead: ‘we wait eagerly for [our] adoption as
sons . . . in this hope we [are] saved . . . we wait for it with patience’ (Rom. 8:23–25).
There is something ahead that makes our walk significant. Whatever we say about
‘hope’ (and there is more to say), we must not lose this constituent, otherwise we may
try to forge the ‘age to come’ now (Heb. 6:5), before God’s appointed time; falling
into the trap of outlandish expectations and an unrealistic perfectionism that does not
exist in ‘this age’ (1 Cor. 2:6, 8). Furthermore, Paul says that hope is unseen: ‘Now
hope that is seen is not hope’ (Rom. 8:24). Therefore, hope could be construed as
something beyond our day and eyes, and therefore out of reach, with no real spiritual
impact. So why even discuss it? We need to get back to the text in Romans.

1 Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version.
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Paul’s statements in Romans 8, as quoted above, are in the context of these words:
The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then
heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may
also be glorified with him (Rom. 8:16–17).

By the Spirit we enter into the covenant promise and into the Divine family
through the New Adam (Rom. 5:12–21). The Spirit ‘bears witness with our spirit’ of
our filial status and our incorporation into the hope of Christ. By the Spirit we have
entered into the Divine life of the Godhead and the Spirit ministers this within the
heart. Hope is not only a much-anticipated future, but is incorporated into the creation
in Christ. Upon the hearing of the gospel, the Spirit indwells us: at that moment we are
sealed with the promise, and he is ‘the guarantee of our inheritance’ (Eph. 1:13–14).
What we are saying is that hope is at one with the Spirit and is as powerful as he is in
himself, and therefore all hope is incorporated by him into us, the hope that lies in the
Father and Son.
Baptism means we are in union with Christ and therefore share in the glory of the
Father who raised him from the dead (Rom. 6:4–5). Similarly, the writer to the
Hebrews speaks of the life ‘washed with pure water’, not a reference to baptism as
such, but like it,2 signifying our purity, by the blood of Christ, to approach God and
therefore remain in his promise:
Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, by the
new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, that is, through his flesh, and since
we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of
faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure
water. Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is faithful
(Heb. 10:19–23).

Therefore, hope is all about waiting and not seeing, but at the same time and more
essentially, about knowing the glorious God of hope in whom we presently dwell. It
has more to do with an ‘outward-looking and forward-view’, as God works his power
and love in us according to his will. This power keeps us in enduring faith, which is
more than being optimistic but walking forward in full assurance and conviction
(Heb. 11:1).3
We cannot push a fast-forward button, for God’s day at the end has been
appointed. Yet, the message of the gospel is that we in the New Covenant are brought
to be within the promise, that for which Israel waited. This is what makes the New
Covenant new. This is why Paul says that our lives are ‘hidden with Christ in God’
(Col. 3:3)—we have been raised up with him and seated with him in the heavenly
places in Christ Jesus (Eph. 2:6) and therefore ‘the God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ’ has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places (Eph. 1:3).
2 William L. Lane, Hebrews 9–13 (WBC, vol. 47, Word, Dallas, 1991, p. 287), says:
‘ [The] body having been washed with clean water,’ refers to the outward sign of the inward purgation accomplished by the
blood of Christ. In the LXX . . . ‘pure water,’ is an expression for the water used in ritual purification (Num 5:17; Ezek
36:25 . . . ).
3 This too is the theology of the book of Revelation, where the word ‘hope’ (elpis) is surprisingly absent, but

is encapsulated in the copiously used word ‘endurance’ (hupomonē)—a forward-walking faith towards God’s
appointed day as heaven descends onto earth.
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It is in this Divine envelope and from this panoptic view that we walk forward to
engage the world in this present age.

RECONCILIATION OF THE INNER BEING TO THE FINAL
AND UNIVERSAL JUDGEMENT OF GOD
We have already quoted Paul when he says that ‘the Spirit himself bears witness with
our spirit’ (Rom. 8:16): the Spirit’s work is to empower us in the ‘inner being’ and/or
the ‘heart’. Paul prays for his readers that they would be ‘strengthened with power
through [the Father’s] Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your
hearts through faith’ (Eph. 3:16–17), all of this so that they may know the extent and
depth of the love of Christ. In the same letter he prays that ‘the glorious Father, may
give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation . . . that the eyes of your heart may be
enlightened, in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the
riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints’ (Eph. 1:17–18, NIV). This in the context of the power of the risen and ascended Son as he rules over all things for the
church (1:19–22) toward God’s plan for the reconciliation of the nations (2:11–22)
and the uniting of ‘all things’ (1:10). So Paul is very keen for his readers to know the
power of hope within, in their spirit (Rom. 8:16), in their ‘inner being’ (Eph. 3:16)
and in their hearts (Eph. 1:18)—to put it crudely, ‘in the gut’.4
The writer to the Hebrews, in the abovementioned text, relates external water
‘washing’ to the cleansing action of the blood of Christ upon ‘hearts sprinkled clean
from an evil conscience’. It is important too that Peter connects conscience to baptism. He says:
For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to
God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the Spirit, in whom5 he went and proclaimed
to the spirits in prison, because they formerly did not obey, when God’s patience waited in the days
of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought
safely through water. Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt
from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and
powers having been subjected to him (1 Pet. 3:18–22).

The water itself does not effect salvation, ‘not as a removal of dirt from the body’,
but the participant is able to relate to God in ‘good conscience’. The statement, ‘an
appeal to God for a good conscience’ (v. 21) 6 may be translated a number of ways.
We need to analyse it:
• The word ‘appeal’ in the ESV (ejperwvthma, eperōtēma), or ‘pledge’ (NIV)
could be translated, ‘response’, that is, it is a word used to answer a question

4 We note too, that at Pentecost, ‘they were cut to the heart’, repented and were baptised (Acts 2:37, 41) and

were thus incorporated into the church and into the hope of the kingdom of God.
5 Alternate ESV reading used instead of ‘in the spirit, in which’.
6 suneidhvsew" ajgaqh'" ejp erwvthma eij" qeov n (suneidēseōs agathēs eperōtēma eis theon, literally, ‘of a good
conscience an appeal [pledge, response] to God’. Note the emphatic position of ‘of a good conscience’: the person
submits to baptism, coming to it in purity of heart.
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asked in a contractual setting.7 The rendering ‘pledge’ is quite possible, but
given the unilateral nature of the covenant (1 Pet. 1:2–4), expressed in Christ’s
vicarious atonement on our behalf (v. 18), it seems ‘response’ would be a better
translation.
• The phrase, ‘for a good conscience’, literally, ‘of a good conscience’, may be
translated ‘from a good conscience’ or ‘out of a good conscience’ (subjective
genitive) or ‘maintain a good conscience’ or ‘for a good conscience’ (objective
genitive). In context it is a ‘good conscience through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ’, meaning that it is a gift of Christ. This is reinforced by verse 18 which
begins this section (vv. 18–22) and functions like a heading: ‘For Christ also
suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us
to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit [Spirit]’.
Christ’s once and complete work on the cross is the gift of justification ‘for
sins’—all of them!—which is then imparted through the ongoing rule of the
risen Christ. This presses the correct understanding to be subjective genitive,
that is, we come to baptism, already justified, already with a ‘good conscience’,
like Noah who came to the flood already a ‘righteous’ man (Gen. 6:9), that is, a
man of faith. If this reasoning is correct, we enter into baptism ‘from a good
conscience’, not in any way having to ‘maintain’ or find a good conscience. If
the latter is the case, then baptism would be an additional work we would have
to do to have a good conscience!
A good translation would be: ‘a response to God from (or, out of) a good conscience’.
This is reinforced when Peter has said these words in the lead-up to his words on
baptism:
. . . . but in your hearts [honour] Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense
to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and
respect, having a good conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those who revile your good
behavior in Christ may be put to shame (1 Pet. 3:15–16).

Hope has touched the inner being; ‘hope that is in you’, that is, ‘the hope that is in
each of you’8—it is not just some distant anticipation. It is a powerful truth that is
noticeable to others for it governs moral conduct in the present. This hope is in connection with ‘having a good conscience’. The word ‘have’ (e[cw, echo) is important,
for Peter is saying that God’s elect own a good conscience: it belongs to them and, as
we have already seen, it comes as a gift through justification.
The significance of what we are saying is that the conscience has to face up to
God’s judgement in relation to his holy law. It is not feelings of guilt so much as the
unavoidable and inevitable fact of being confronted by Christ on the day of judgement. The fear of death is more to do with the fear of judgement. The devil holds
7 J. N. D. Kelly says,
There is abundant evidence, mainly papyrological and well assembled . . . that eperōtēma was a technical term for making a
contract . . . and specifically could denote the undertaking given by one of the parties in answer to the formal question
addressed to him (The Epistles of Peter and Jude, A & C Black, London, 1969, pp. 162–3, my italics).
8 Grammatically, the phrase the ‘hope that is in you’ could mean ‘the hope among the community’ or ‘the

hope within each of you’, but the context suits the latter.
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people in lifelong slavery because of this power of death (Heb. 2:14–15).9 The power
of death lies in the final judgement that lies behind it: ‘And just as it is appointed for
man to die once, and after that comes judgment’ (9:27).10 The writer to the Hebrews
speaks of the perfecting and purification of the conscience (9:9; 10:22), all in the
context of having to face future judgement (9:27). This is a vitally important truth to
understand. Without knowledge of it the future will always be viewed through a
guilty lens. It will be bleak, and so pessimism will rule in the present, the thinking of
the heart become futile and moral conduct will darken. In short, there is no power to
properly respond to the present actions of God, which will always be pejoratively
interpreted with fear through indwelling hopelessness. Justification is the work of
God that gives a person good conscience and permanent ownership before God the
judge. The future is the surety of hope and it is known in the present by the presence
of the risen Lord Jesus and that the ‘Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you’, which
is his gift in the present of the future glory of Christ and God (1 Peter 4:14; cf. v. 13).

THE BAPTISED COMMUNITY’S PARTICIPATION IN
SALVATION BY JUDGEMENT
It is at this point that baptism plays a significant note for Peter and his readers. If the
matter of judgement has been resolved at the end, if the elect are justified for all sins,
if they stand ‘not guilty’ and ‘righteous’ before a holy God and if, as the writer to the
Hebrews says, the blood of Christ has cleansed the conscience, then the word of the
gospel governs the conscience to understand that all God’s work in the present is
salvific. The inner logic of the cross is their historical topic. This is like the flood in
Noah’s day where God was governing and cleansing his world through judgement.
Like Noah, God’s people remain in the world, in this age, and therefore are
participants in God’s judgements, which begin with the house of God (1 Pet. 4:17).
9 The devil plays on this guilt (Heb. 2:14–15; 9:27), which expresses itself in fear and holds people in
‘lifelong slavery’ to it. Death itself may be feared, but behind it is a darker eternal dying, the facing up to a holy
God who remains justly absolute with, and concomitant to, his law. Isaiah speaks of Israel as having made a
‘covenant with death, and with Sheol we have made an agreement’ (Isa. 28:15). These are Isaiah’s words describing the faithlessness of Israel and their rejection of truth and therefore indifference to the reality of the coming
promised judgement, described as, ‘the overwhelming whip . . . the overwhelming scourge’, which when the
revelation of it occurs, ‘it will be sheer terror to understand the message’ (Isa. 28:15, 18, 19). This death is
banishment from God’s presence and is described earlier as ‘the covering that is cast over all peoples, the veil that
is spread over all nations’ (Isa. 25:7). So it is this death, this judgement, that God must remove if we are to have a
clear conscience and ‘live’. Isaiah goes on, ‘He will swallow up death forever; and the Lord GOD will wipe away
tears from all faces, and the reproach of his people he will take away from all the earth, for the Lord has spoken’
(Isaiah 25:8).
10 Therefore Christ had much to say about it (Matt. 24–25) and in Acts the fact of future judgement forms an
indispensable part of gospel proclamation (Acts 10:42; 17:30–31; 24:25). We note Paul’s words in Romans:
They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting
thoughts accuse or even excuse them on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ
Jesus (2:15–16).

There is a day when God will judge and the conscience ‘bears witness’ to their unrighteousness before the law;
that is, they will be full of guilt before him on that day of accountability. This has a profound impact on how a
person lives in their rational life: ‘their thoughts accuse or even excuse them’ and therefore in the present their
subsequent lawless lifestyle (Rom. 3:9–20). By implication Paul is saying that the guilty conscience has been
redeemed through justification in the cross (Rom. 3:19f.).
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The righteous are ‘saved with difficulty’ (v. 18),11 but for the church it all comes
within God’s promise of salvation. Outside of the promise is hell, the drowning in
God’s holy justice. Judgement and suffering are God’s way of cleansing the faithful
(1 Pet. 1:6–8) to see Christ in his sufferings and our participation in them, which leads
to resurrection and glory (1 Pet. 4:13; cf. Rom. 8:16ff.).
Peter’s main point in regard to baptism in the context of suffering is that the church
is like Noah and his family. As an insignificant minority they were saved ‘through
water’ (1 Pet. 3:20), or ‘by means of water’,12 which is the same as saying, ‘through
judgement’ or ‘by means of judgement’. They were in the judgement but saved by
it,13 unlike the rebellious who were ‘blotted out’ (Gen. 7:23). Likewise we are saved
‘through baptism’ and therefore through God’s judgements and their subsequent
suffering. Baptism is an enactment that says: ‘you will be saved by judgement’. We
come to baptism, like Noah, as justified people, with a clear conscience; and therefore
we face God’s judgements as such and, through it all, enter into God’s cleansing
action in our lives and on the earth unto final salvation. And we emphasise again, it is
only possible to say these things if the inner being, the heart and conscience, have
been renewed in grace, to which baptism also speaks!
Baptism therefore demonstrates God’s absolute rule over all things and his love for
his people. Suffering comes as part and parcel of God’s elective action to purify a
people for himself. In this way we have been ‘reborn’ or ‘regenerated’ into a ‘living
hope’ (1 Pet. 1:3; cf. v. 2). God recreates us and through this we come to share in his
great ongoing power as our faithful Creator (1 Pet. 4:19). This is imparted by the risen
Christ, whom God raised from the dead and who therefore rules over all things.
Everything comes within God’s creative power, therefore we have a living hope in the
conscience and in our sufferings, and therefore we do not lose heart. On the contrary,
we ‘rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory’ (v. 8). We set our
‘hope fully on the grace that will be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ’
(v. 13) but this glory arcs back into the present as the ‘Spirit of glory and of God rests
upon you’ (4:14).

11 See W. F. Arndt & F. W. Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament . . . [BAGD], (Uni. of
Chicago Pr., Chicago, 1979), p. 525, under ‘movgi"’ (interchangeable with movli"): ‘scarcely, with difficulty’. For
movli" swv/zetai (molis sōzetai), the ESV has ‘scarcely saved’: but movli" (molis) can also mean ‘with difficulty’ and
is best in this context, for future salvation is assured but the present judgements/suffering simply mean that life
will be hard even though full of assurance.
12 The preposition dia (dia) can also be instrumental. So a possible translation is ‘by means of’ as well as
‘through’ or ‘with’ (agency). See BAGD, p. 180.
13 The structure is important here:

a. In Suffering: moral responsibility and love toward church and persecutors (3:8–17)
b. Christ’s cross justifies and is his rule over all sin (3:18–19)
c. Noah’s salvation through water (3:20)
c'. Baptism as God’s assurance of a ‘good conscience’ (3:21)
b'. Christ’s resurrection and subsequent rulership from heaven over all things (3:22)
a'. In Suffering: moral responsibilty and sharing in Christ’s sufferings in God as Creator (4:1–19).
Notice that baptism and the flood form the centre of the whole section on suffering. The cross and the
resurrection encapsulate the issue of the flood and baptism so that all the action of judgement and suffering is
within the cross and the resurrection!
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CONCLUSION
The sorrows and griefs of suffering are painful realities along with the social stigma
of being a ‘religious minority group’, and this is why Peter does not ignore or minimise them. He does not say to the church, ‘get over it’, nor does he allow the sombre
mood to prevail, but proclaims the broader promises of God and confirms his power
that creates out of nothing, fills the emptiness and orders the chaos (Gen. 1:1–2),14 in
the risen Christ and foremostly into the heart and conscience. He rules over
everything: all is subjected to him in this present age (1 Pet. 3:22). With fear of future
judgement removed, assurance, confidence and endurance reign in the present.
Morale must not wallow and morality wane, for we ‘share [in] Christ’s sufferings’
(4:13) and therefore will share in his resurrection and glory (1:3, 13). Whoever the
‘spirits in prison’ are (3:19) or whenever Christ proclaimed to them, pre-resurrection
or post-resurrection, he is Lord and did proclaim to them and ruled over their
rebellion: no rebellion is outside of his control and power at any time and all of this is
so that his Father’s elect may be saved by his work (1:1–2). There are no threats to
our salvation, for Christ has done a thorough work over all history and his blood has
run into the heart, as it were, and has been sprinkled upon the conscience.
God is preparing a faith that befits the final day of Christ’s glory and along the way
he has to remove the warts and bling that import themselves unwittingly or otherwise
into our hearts and thinking. We are not to allow an empirical view of the world or an
ephemeral hope to govern our faith, but rather by the constant hearing of the word of
promise: we ‘have been born again, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through
the living and abiding word of God’ (1 Pet. 1:23). Our hope is that God is carefully
preparing us for that great day when he will be glorified along with his Son, and all of
God’s children will be glorified in their train. Then not only will the angels marvel
but also the entire renewed creation with them. In the meantime we have been given a
living hope: the glorious end reverses into the heart through the resurrection of Christ
and the glory of heaven descends into the soul by the Spirit.
Baptism as the enacted word marks these truths indelibly into our personal history
and is therefore a strong and lasting encouragement in times of suffering. It amplifies
the truth that we can face rejection, trials, sickness, pain, persecution and grief with a
clear conscience, within the surety of hope and therefore with an overcoming joy.

14 The whole book of Genesis is about God’s creative power that works over time to order chaos: six days to

create and fashion the creation, and generations to make and form a people for himself. Forces of chaos, both
creational and immoral rebellion, are always present and opposing God’s work but are always at his disposal. He
uses all things to do good for his elect, as seen for example in the story of Joseph where God works salvation for
his people and Egypt. The same for the story of Noah, to which Peter refers, where the water and rebellion of
people work for Noah’s salvation!
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STUDY 14

Participants in Christ’s Sufferings
Noel Due

INTRODUCTION
It is self evident that Christians suffer along with others in the world. When floods
and fire come, Christian homes are inundated or incinerated along with the others.
Illness, bereavement and the deep pain and suffering associated with life in the creation under the current conditions of its ‘groaning’ all come near to us. Christians are
afflicted with deadly diseases, and in financial crises Christians lose their jobs along
with the rest. As ordinary men and women, we share in the sufferings that come to
ordinary men and women. What should be different is our understanding of these forms
of suffering. We are not afflicted by ‘fate’ or ‘bad luck’, but all things come to us
under the hand of the loving Father. We, as his children, are not to live in the general
sufferings of life as though we (and God) have to make the best of a bad lot. We
receive all things from him, even if other men and women have meant them for evil.
We receive them in faith, entrusting ourselves to the faithful Creator whose plan for
the whole creation is being worked out in and through the travail of these present days.
We also know that Christians do sometimes suffer as law-breakers in the world.
While Peter tells us that we should not live in such a way that we should suffer just
punishment for criminal or anti-social behaviour (1 Pet. 4:15) it is an obvious fact that
Christians have transgressed (and do transgress) the law of the land and suffer for it.1
This, too, is not the suffering of which we need to speak in this paper. What is in view
here is the suffering that comes to us by virtue of bearing the name of Christ. We may
speak of this in two ways: the suffering that comes externally (i.e. from the world to
us) and the suffering that is internal (i.e. the existential anguish that we experience in
our battle with the world, the flesh and the devil; as also the eschatological groaning
that accompanies every step of our life in Christ). Commenting on Philippians 3:10,
Geoffrey Bingham says:
No one can be united to Christ by faith (baptism), and share with him in his life and not suffer . . . It
is suffering for Christ, because of Christ, with Christ. Principally you can only know in sharing, and
to know Christ is just to do this. It is not the price of knowing him but the way of knowing him.2

1 At this point we will not ask for a show of hands regarding traffic infringement notices, demerit points and

the like!
2 G. C. Bingham, Philippians: A Commentary (NCPI, Blackwood, n.d.) p. 39, his italics.
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Participants in Christ’s Sufferings
Suffering and baptism into Christ belong together. We suffer because of who we
are in the Son.

THE WORLD HATES THE FATHER
No Longer of the World
Christ promised that his flock would suffer because they bear his name (e.g. Matt.
10:22). As the context of this verse makes plain, this hatred would involve the
betrayal and denial of friends and family, the handing over of his flock to courts and
other expressions of human authority. In this way the flock in the world is as ‘sheep
among wolves’ (Matt. 10:16, ESV). While this hatred comes with all the vindictiveness of the world system (the ‘world’ here being understood in its theological meaning), it is in fact not to be received as such by the believers themselves. Indeed, the
hatred of the world is the occasion for them experiencing the blessing of God (Matt.
5:11; Luke 6:22). In the suffering itself we experience the power of Christ’s resurrection, and in the fellowship of his sufferings we come to know him more deeply and
to trust him more fully. The world, however, knows none of this.
Why should this hatred be there? The answer is not hard to find, though it is totally
irrational. The reason for the world’s hatred is that Christians no longer belong to the
world (John 15:19; 17:14). While we have been in the possession of the prince of this
world, we are his no longer (Col. 1:13; Eph. 2:1ff.). We were children of wrath, even
as the rest, but now we are children of the Father, unlike the rest. Jesus said of his own
‘flesh and blood’ brothers that: ‘The world cannot hate you, but it hates me because I
testify about it that its works are evil’ (John 7:7),3 yet James and Jude (Matt. 13:55;
cf. Jude 1) became leaders in the New Testament community of believers, with James
being martyred for the sake of Jesus’ name. In like manner Saul the Pharisee knew no
sufferings, but Paul the apostle was constantly afflicted for the sake of Christ. Jesus
says that the world hates his people because they do not belong to the world. Just as
the world hates the light (John 3:19) it hates those who have come to the Light.

Two Different Families
When we press beyond the simple observation that the world hates those who no longer
belong, we find that such hatred is not sociological or psychological, but spiritual. The
hatred of Christ’s people cannot be explained by peer group dynamics, socio-economic or
political power imbalances, or even the paradox of toleration that is inherent in
postmodernism! Rather the hatred of Christ and his people is the expression of two
different spiritual families. The world hates Jesus because it hates his Father and does not
know the One who sent him (John 15:21; 16:3). The rejection of the Son is the rejection of
the Father (Matt. 10:40; Luke 10:16; John 13:20) and at the same time the rejection of the
Spirit of the Father and the Son (John 14:17; cf. 1 Thess. 4:8). Conversely, to receive the
Son is to receive the Father and to be saved (John 12:44; 5:24; cf. 3:18, 36). Those who do
not receive the Son do not have the Father’s words abiding within them (John 5:36–38). In
John 8:42–44 (NASB) the Lord shows the real reason behind the world’s hatred of him:
3 Unless otherwise stated, scripture quotations are from the New Amaerican Standard Bible.
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Jesus said to them, ‘If God were your Father, you would love Me; for I proceeded forth and have
come from God, for I have not even come on My own initiative, but He sent Me. Why do you not
understand what I am saying? It is because you cannot hear My word. You are of your father the
devil, and you want to do the desires of your father. He was a murderer from the beginning, and
does not stand in the truth because there is no truth in him. Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks
from his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies.’

The same point is made in 1 John 3. There, the apostle says that we should not be
surprised that the world hates us (v. 13), but the discussion surrounding this verse
makes it clear that the world’s hatred of the Father’s children is simply because of
who they are. The world belongs to the evil one. Believers are the Father’s children,
not the children of the devil. The roots of the hatred of the world (in all its varied
socio-religious and political expressions) for Christians are found in the hatred of
Satan for God.

Hated by a ‘Devised’ Father
Geoffrey Bingham has pointed out that Satan cannot have an ‘ontological’ kingdom, but only a ‘devised’ one.4 As such Satan devises a family; a system of prophetic
action; a scheme of laws and justice; an abundance of worship; a future hope; and a
means (or rather, many means!) for ‘salvation’ of some sort. He even promises love
and fulfilment to his children, and a life of abundance! This devised system is carefully crafted and fuses the world, the flesh, the idols, and guilty sinners (particularly
through their response to the law in the conscience and the subsequent fear of death)
in a completely enmeshed arrangement. It is impossible to break free from this system
(not that guilty sinners wish to do so!) and the only possibility of release is through a
new exodus, by which God redeems his people from the power of (spiritual) Pharaoh’s
hand. But, Christ our Passover has indeed been sacrificed, and the true exodus to which
the Old Testament event pointed has really been accomplished.
Through participation in Christ’s death and resurrection, Christians no longer
belong to this devised system, but share in the ontological nature of all things because
they belong to the Father though their union with the Son. They are a threat to all that
is devised, since they stand as a witness to One whom the prince of this world has
hated from the beginning. Thus, the devised system must devise ways of dealing with
them, according to a devised pattern of justice.
We should not be surprised by this. The world system must seek to devise its
means of creating and maintaining peace, harmony, social cohesion and relational
fulfilment. The means by which this is done will vary from culture to culture over
time. However, evidence suggests that there is no culture where the gospel has taken
root that has not persecuted the people of Christ as they have brought the message of
the Father’s love. Indeed, this is the way Christ has said it would be, and has been so
from the very beginning, with Cain and Abel being the first example. In an ironical
expression of this in postmodern western culture we have seen the rise of a whole new
category of political policy and juridical action known as ‘hate crimes’.5 From the
4 See, for example, his book, The Clash of the Kingdoms (NCPI, Blackwood, 1989), pp. 45–9.
5 A fairly straightforward socio-political analysis of how this has happened can be found in Valerie Jenness

and Ryken Grattet, Making Hate a Crime: From Social Movement to Law Enforcement (Russell James Foundation, New York, 2004).
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socio-political point of view this is seen to be essential to prevent the fragmentation of
a society which has no inherent unity. It is an attempt to prevent the slide of western
nations into mere tribalism and chaos. In the paradox of tolerance that postmodernism
must produce, the vilification/hate crime laws of western nations may well become
one of the main means by which the Father’s children are subject to various forms of
persecution, as the gospel does not finally allow for the exclusivity of Christ to be
compromised.

Hated without Cause
It is significant that Christ was persecuted by the world system of his day, simply
because of who he was. His trials showed that he was in fact innocent of any charge
brought against him, so the rejection is even more tightly focussed. He is hated
without cause (John 15:25). Here we run into the irrationality of the situation of his
sufferings, and of ours when we suffer for the sake of his name. There is no just cause
for the hatred. Sin is lawlessness (1 John 3:4), and by its very nature (if we can speak
of sin having a ‘nature’) it is beyond reason. We cannot find any rational cause for the
world’s hatred of us, any more than we can find any rational cause for our hatred of
the Father when we were still in the world. While it is self-evident that we should not
set out to cause offence (1 Pet. 2:12; Phil. 2:15f.; Titus 2:7f.) it is also clear that this
will not prevent persecution for the sake of Christ. Indeed, it may simply provide
another occasion for the latent hatred of God and love of iniquity to be made manifest
(cf. 1 Pet. 4:4). The whole point of Peter’s admonition is that Christians will suffer
unjustly and that therefore, as with Christ, they must entrust their cause to God (1 Pet.
2:21–25; 3:13–22; 4:12–19). We should not be surprised that such sufferings come,
because we are in Christ, and the world has hated him before it has hated us.
Moreover, we (who were in the world) hated Christ once, but now we love him. So
the subjection of the people of God to the various means by which the world may
cause them to suffer is not the end of the story. As with Saul the apostle, today’s
persecutor may be tomorrow’s evangelist!

THE SUFFERING OF UNION WITH CHRIST
In the above pages we have been treating the matter of the sufferings we experience
because we bear the name of the Son. These are external elements, which come to us
from the opposition of the world, for example. However, the external is matched by
an existential, internal sharing in the sufferings of Christ. These, in turn, are linked
with the eschatological hope that we share in the Spirit. There are a number of
dimensions we could consider and the headings here are not exhaustive. The point is
simply that we participate in the active love of God, and this cannot be without us
participating in the suffering that love knows. It is the nature of love to bear suffering,
but also in its nature to suffer for others.
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The Suffering of Love for the World . . .
While there is joy in heaven over every sinner who repents, there is no joy in
heaven over every unrepentant sinner who dies. Judgement is indeed God’s strange,
or alien work (to use Luther’s terms). Mercy lies close to his heart and is his proper
work. So when we consider the sufferings of belonging to Christ, the greater part of
them is not that we suffer (that would be entirely too selfish and potentially selfpiteous), but that the Love who would come to release men from the grip of Satan is
rejected. Jesus weeps over Jerusalem (Luke 13:34f.; cf. Luke 19:41f.; Matt. 23:37),
not because of the physical pain he is about to undergo in the city’s midst, but because
of what the rejection of him would mean for these, God’s beloved covenant people.
Lamentations is the Old Testament expression of the pain of that love, as are so many
of the prophetic oracles. Hosea 11 and like passages lets us know that the love of God
is far from stoic in its manner of expression. By virtue of the gift of the Spirit shed
abroad in our hearts we, too, love the world and long with tears that men and women
might be saved from the world (cf. Rom. 9:2–3). In large measure, then, we suffer
with Christ in the love of sinners who will not receive forgiveness.

. . . and the Church
In passages such as 2 Corinthians 1:5 and 4:7–11, we read of the principle of
Paul’s suffering as a messenger of the gospel. Some of the details of this are given to
us in places such as 2 Corinthians 11:16–33. When taken in the wider context of the
Corinthian letters, Paul’s recitation of the physical sufferings (a recitation to which
Paul is reluctantly forced by the nature of the pastoral situation in Corinth) does not
communicate the full extent or real nature of Paul’s anguish. The real pain evident is
in Paul’s care for the wayward Corinthians (see, for example, 2 Cor. 11:1ff.; cf. 2:4;
Gal. 4:19; Phil. 1:18; 2:17; Col. 2:1). He shares in the burden of the Church (cf. 2 Cor.
11:2ff.) that the people of God might come to maturity, and take up the full measure
of their calling in the Lord. In this way he ‘fills up’ that which is lacking in the afflictions of Christ’s body (Col. 1:24), as in Christ he takes the strain on behalf of other
brethren who are not. To be united with the Lord Jesus is to be united to his people,
and we cannot therefore share in the ministry of the Spirit without participating in the
suffering of and for God’s family. In Paul’s speech on the beach at Miletus (Acts
20:17–38) we see something of the shared dimensions of this. He bore the suffering
for the Ephesian church and particularly its eldership deeply. He knew what would
come to them, and what trials they would have to face. In our own situation today, I
suggest that much of our pain is for the Church, and much weeping and groaning
takes place in our hearts not merely for the redemption of our bodies, but for the
redemption of Christ’s beloved body, of which he is the head.

The Suffering of the Spirit’s Groaning
In Christ we are fully adopted into the Father’s family. Theologically, the doctrine
of adoption is the positive side of the doctrine of justification. It is not just that we are
acquitted of our guilt, but positively we are fully accepted by the Father. We stand
justified in the Son, as his sons. We have the Spirit in our hearts as a pledge of our
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future inheritance, and we wait with eager longing for the adoption process to be
brought to its culmination. We have the first-fruits of the Spirit, and we groan within
ourselves for the full redemption of our bodies (Rom. 8:23), but this is most fully
because we groan for the redemption of the whole cosmos. The Spirit himself groans
within us (Rom. 8:26f.) and we share with him in all that he bears in himself of the
hope to come and grief of that hope delayed. Childbirth (and this is the imagery used
throughout Romans 8) does not come without pain.
This imagery is not new, and doubtless Paul here picks up Old Testament themes
evident in such passages as Isaiah 26:16–19 and 66:7–14. It is also seen in Jesus’
words to the disciples before his death, anticipating his resurrection and the gift of the
Spirit:
Truly, truly, I say to you, you will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice. You will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn into joy. When a woman is giving birth, she has sorrow because her
hour has come, but when she has delivered the baby, she no longer remembers the anguish, for joy
that a human being has been born into the world. So also you have sorrow now, but I will see you
again and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you (John 16:20–22, ESV).

Commenting on this passage, with particular reference to its Old Testament connections, C. K. Barrett says:
. . . the death and resurrection of Jesus were described in a language which is properly eschatological; that is, John treats them as types and anticipations of eschatological events. The resurrection
means, in an anticipatory way, the realization of messianic salvation.6

We are not yet at the point where the new creation has been brought fully to birth,
but the labour is well advanced! We live in anticipation of the general resurrection
and the subsequent rebirth of the entire cosmos at the time of the parousia. With
earnest expectation we cry out, ‘Come, Lord Jesus. Come!’ as we currently share in
the suffering and groaning of the Spirit who is bringing the whole cosmos to its goal.

6 C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, SPCK, London, 1978, p. 493.
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STUDY 15

Participants in Christ’s
Resurrection Life
Brian Arthur

CHRIST’S RESURRECTION LIFE:
LIKE NOTHING EVER SEEN BEFORE
Paul’s heart cry was to know Christ Jesus his Lord, be continually found in Christ and
experience the power of his resurrection:
More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus
my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that I may
gain Christ, 9 and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the
Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis
of faith, 10 that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death; 11 in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead
(Phil. 3:8–11).1

Everything else that he had ever manufactured in his relationship with God he counted
as rubbish. The vitality and newness of a present resurrected Christ was everything. Paul
continued with what may seem to be a strange way to end such a heartfelt and triumphant
cry. He wanted to share in the sufferings of Christ. The triumph of Christ’s resurrection
and his on-going sufferings are not mutually exclusive. They reflect the tensions of truly
participating in the resurrection life of Christ.
Participation in Christ’s resurrection life cannot be reduced to a matter of simply
appropriating blessings such as hope at the next funeral we attend. We must not interpret
participation as doing our part—bringing our sinful humanity to Christ to be encouraged
and pointed in the proper direction to join the great search and battle for holiness. In this
case the crisis of human sin is ignored and we remain the centre and director of our life (in
our own illusions). Nothing could be further from the truth:
The cross and resurrection—the Paschal Mystery reveals the Triune God and is also the climax of
his loving activity in bringing the old individual Adam to judgment and death, and renewing him,
recreating him, bringing him back to life with and in the second Adam, the new man who renews

1 Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the New American Standard Bible.
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our human nature so that it really reflects the God who made us. We are liberated from the old selfpreoccupied, self-imprisoned individualism by a Person to be persons . . . In being the willing victim of our self regard he came to the loneliness of crucifixion to create a company of persons.2

The significance of Christ’s resurrection for us will be according to our comprehension of the death Jesus died.

Resurrection from Annihilation
The huge crisis for humanity revealed in the cross comes to its concentrated
bleakness at the point of Christ’s resurrection. If, as Romans 6:1–11 reveals, the cross
was the annihilation of the first Adam3 and all who existed in him, then the
resurrection of Christ is God creating a new humanity in the humanity of his Son. Our
‘body of sin’ (v. 6) could not simply be re-worked, tinkered with, polished by the
addition of a few new blessings and brought into the life of God. Nothing associated
with it had any congruence with the life, love and holiness of God.
When Jesus Christ lay in the tomb the whole race in Adam lay judged, dead and
buried with him there. Had Christ remained there so too would all that Adam had
spawned. This annihilation was the great crisis that awaited and required nothing less
than the resurrection of man. Life never before seen in a human body emerged from
that tomb. The life evident in the resurrected Jesus was fully human and therefore all
who rise with him discover that the transformation he experienced was appropriate
and accomplished in them. Therefore we will come in the first instance to Romans 6
and ask what the resurrection meant for Jesus. From this we will discover what it
means for us.
This will lead us to what Nygren calls the ‘paradoxical contemporaneousness’ of
our present life with Christ4—that is, the tension of having been raised with Christ
and inheriting all the newness of his humanity whilst still awaiting our final
resurrection. Others have called this ‘the already but not yet’ aspect of a believer’s
life.

Newness of Life for Christ
Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised
from the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life . . . 10 For the
death that He died, He died to sin once for all; but the life that He lives, He lives to God. 11 Even so
consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus (Rom. 6:4, 10–11).

Paul’s intent in Romans 6 is to reveal how we have been included with and therefore
participated in all that Christ did in his cross and resurrection. His inclusive logic is
seen in verse 4 in the phrase ‘so we too’. The ‘newness of life’ we now share in was
first newness of life for Christ through his resurrection. Similarly, in verses 10 and 11,
2 Rolland Wallis, ‘The Church as a Community of Persons’ in Christ in Our Place: The Humanity of God in

Christ for the Reconciliation of the World (eds Trevor Hart and Daniel Thimell, Paternoster Press, Exeter, 1989),
p. 106.
3 Karl Barth: ‘Man could not be helped other than through his annihilation’, quoted by James D. G. Dunn in
The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1998), p. 211.
4 Anders Nygren, Commentary on Romans, Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1980, p. 237.
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what it means for Christ to ‘live to God’ is mirrored in the believer being ‘alive to
God’. What, then, does newness of life mean for the resurrected Christ? What does it
mean for him to be alive to God? Our answer could range through the whole theology
of the Church, the present session of Christ and the final resurrection of our bodies.
Paul spoke of three aspects of the newness of Christ’s life directly linked with his
resurrection (see James D. G. Dunn5). Through the resurrection, Christ is identified as
the:
• Last Adam or we could say the new true Man (1 Cor. 15:45);
• Incarnate Son of God in power (Rom. 1:3–4); and
• The Incarnate Christ who is Lord (Rom. 8:34).
Our participation with Christ means that his newness is interwoven in our lives.
The premise here is that what is true for Christ in his resurrection is true for us in this
world, through the crisis of our own death and resurrection, and for the age to come:
By this, love [the love of God] is perfected with us, so that we may have confidence in the day of
judgment; because as He is, so also are we in this world (1 John 4:17).

Jesus Christ: Raised the True Man
The cataclysmic re-creation of the human race occurred on the Sunday of Christ’s
resurrection. Having taken up our flesh and blood; having walked as the true Man
amongst the corpses of Adam’s heritage; having become those corpses and embraced
their deadness and death; having embraced with a free ‘Amen!’ the holy verdict and
judgement of God on all that ravaged his being as the greatest sinner; having borne
the dereliction until it could make derelict no more; having embraced the embrace of
his Father as the grey land of death descended; having been awakened into the peace
of a world in which sin no longer reigned, he took himself to that world, through the
torn curtain and declared ‘Look! The new humanity! Look what I have created in you
whilst you were with me through the annihilation and the resurrection!’
In the resurrection treatise of 1 Corinthians 15, Paul links the resurrection of Jesus
directly with Psalm 8:
But now Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep . . . 27 For HE
HAS PUT ALL THINGS IN SUBJECTION UNDER HIS FEET. But when He says, ‘All things are put in subjection,’ it is evident that He is excepted who put all things in subjection to Him (1 Cor. 15:20, 27).

Hebrews 2 picks up the same connection. Humanity was crowned with glory and
honour and appointed under God to rule:
But one has testified somewhere, saying,
‘WHAT IS MAN, THAT YOU REMEMBER HIM?
OR THE SON OF MAN, THAT YOU ARE CONCERNED ABOUT HIM?
7
‘YOU HAVE MADE HIM FOR A LITTLE WHILE LOWER THAN THE ANGELS;
YOU HAVE CROWNED HIM WITH GLORY AND HONOR,
AND HAVE APPOINTED HIM OVER THE WORKS OF YOUR HANDS;
8
YOU HAVE PUT ALL THINGS IN SUBJECTION UNDER HIS FEET.’

5 James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle, pp. 240ff.
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For in subjecting all things to him, He left nothing that is not subject to him. But now we do not yet
see all things subjected to him. 9 But we do see Him who was made for a little while lower than the
angels, namely, Jesus, because of the suffering of death crowned with glory and honor, so that by
the grace of God He might taste death for everyone (vv. 6–9).

The ‘but’ at the end of verse 8 exposes the reversal of being truly human—a
reversal into patterns of existence that corrupt and destroy all relationships and the
creation in general. Not ruling with and under God, humanity attempts to rule for
itself and by itself. Thus it becomes lost, lonely and angry against God and itself in a
self-made morass of dehumanising behaviour. This was the death Jesus ‘tasted’ on the
cross in order to free his ‘brethren’ from it (Heb. 2:9, 10, 17). As sin had been a
human thing, so the re-creation had to occur within a human being. Only as we understand that Jesus emerged from the resurrection as truly human do we begin to see
what we are.
At this point some may say that we can see true humanity in Jesus before his death
and resurrection. This is true but it seems from Hebrews 2:10 and Ephesians 1:10 that
the fullness of true humanity can only come as the result of the cross and resurrection.
So the resurrected Christ endows us with his true humanity; richer and fuller than ever
before. As Isaac Watts has penned, ‘In him the tribes of Adam boast, more blessings
than their father lost’.
The ‘but’ at the beginning of Hebrews 2:9 directs us to a Man who does take up the
mandate to rule. Suddenly God’s purpose in creating man takes its right shape in
Jesus of Nazareth. Christ’s ruling over all things as a Man from the right hand of the
Father covers us in that rule but also includes us as rulers:
For if by the transgression of the one, death reigned through the one, much more those who receive
the abundance of grace and of the gift of righteousness will reign in life through the One, Jesus
Christ (Rom. 5:17).

So once we were a slave of all things and now in Christ’s death and resurrection
we are lords over all—particularly over all those elements of sin, death, guilt, the
world, the flesh and the devil, which once lorded our whole existence, but also over
the creation which waits eagerly for humanity to reign over it.6
All this is open to us because of Christ’s new humanity. If there were a minute
doubt that his new humanity is not true humanity, his death and resurrection would
not amount to a hill of beans for us.
Under the theme of the newness of man in Christ’s resurrection it may be helpful
to briefly consider the inherent immortality of the soul. For many this is an assumed
reality. Humanity is seen to contain a component that is immortal, often called the
soul or spirit. Plato and his students maintained that the soul was eternal, existing
before the body and not able to be destroyed by human death. Allied with this was the
dualistic belief that matter is essentially weak and evil, and the soul and spirit higher
and nobler. Ephesians 1:10 is significant in this debate. Here the ‘summing up of all
6 Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans (Oxford Uni. Press, Oxford, 1968, p. 180), says:
The divine constitution under which we live in Christ is revolution against the invisible law of sin which has become visible
in death; it is the rehabilitation of men and their complete freedom from the authority by which all existence is held in
chains. Nothing more nor less than the world is the heritage that is promised to Abraham and to his successors (iv.13). Men
shall not be enslaved to the COSMOS; rather the COSMOS shall lie, set free, at their feet’
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things’, which must include humanity being brought as sons into God’s final goal,
occurs through the ministry of Christ not Adam. The resurrection of Christ and then
subsequently our own resurrection are seen in 1 Corinthian 15 to be the order and
essence of that final filling up for the eternal Kingdom. Our old man, all of him as we
have said, must be destroyed in the cross. The cross did not simply put to death a part
of us, leaving our immortal souls untouched. The message of Christ’s resurrection
into true humanity is the key signal for what must happen to us. This seems best
explained not in terms of an immortal soul but a resurrected body.
Jesus Christ: Raised the Son of God in Power
In Romans, Paul’s gospel of God, Christ is introduced as the Son of God born
according to the flesh through David’s family and then declared (appointed) the Son
of God with power by his resurrection. Something new about his Sonship is present:
. . . concerning His Son, who was born of a descendant of David according to the flesh, 4 who was
declared the Son of God with power by the resurrection from the dead, according to the Spirit of
holiness, Jesus Christ our Lord (Rom. 1:3–4).

It is clear that the resurrection was not the beginning of Christ’s Sonship. The
phrase ‘with power’ is the key. No doubt this has strong Messianic overtones and
reflects the cosmic dimensions in Ephesians 1:19–21. But as John Murray says, ‘we
may not forget that already in verse 3 the Son of God is now viewed not simply as the
eternal Son but as the eternal Son incarnate’.7 Now through the resurrection the
eternal Son has something powerful and new to give to his brethren concerning the
presence of God with humanity. Hence Paul describes his own conversion as God
revealing his Son in him (Gal. 1:16). That for Paul must have been the existential
moment when everything about the Son’s glorious humanity brought Paul face to face
with the Father, and face to face with himself and what God had made him in Christ.
Paul immediately connected his conversion and apostolic calling to the appointment
of Jesus as the Son of God with power:
. . . who was declared the Son of God with power by the resurrection from the dead, according to
the Spirit of holiness, Jesus Christ our Lord, 5 through whom we have received grace and
apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles for His name’s sake (Rom.
1:4–5).

Through the power of the Son ruling the nations in our flesh, Paul’s heart is
immediately enlarged to see the goal of God for the nations and his part in it.
Jesus had always revealed a truly filial connection with the Father. The new
vocabulary of his Sonship had been expressed amid a sea of other religious images
and illusions:
As the Christ, He brings the world of the Father. But we who stand in this concrete world know
nothing, and are incapable of knowing anything, of that other world. The Resurrection from the
dead is, however, the transformation: the establishing or declaration of that point from above, and
the corresponding discerning of it from below.8
7 John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, The New International Commentary on the New Testament,

Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1968, p. 10.
8 Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, p. 30.
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Thus the Son had been disclosed with the power of grace to create in pagan Romans a
heart to cry obediently and with full and free abandon, ‘Abba!’ (8:15). So the lifegiving spirit of sonship was not something to be observed but received in like manner
to the true Son who was giving it. The incarnate Son’s language and vocabulary
became Paul’s, the Romans’ and ours, not because we know more about him but
because in the new post-resurrection era the Spirit takes what is Christ’s and brings it
home to us.
We dare not turn the mechanics of the resurrection of Jesus into a new theological
apologetic—the big gun to batter down unbelief. That would be to view Christ
according to the flesh (2 Cor. 5:16). To do this is to ignore the newness of sonship
into which we have been delivered in the powerful Son. Now, like the true Son, we
must proclaim out of that ‘new creation’, for these are the things which ‘are from
God’ (vv. 17, 18). To be confronted by so-called indisputable evidence of the resurrection of Christ simply leads to debate. The fruit of being met in power by the risen
Son, bringing himself to us, earthed in our transformed humanity, is not to debate
from the ‘whatever’ of a skeptical heart. It is to be confronted with the ‘but look at
this’ of the Father’s absolute faithfulness in embracing his sons, face-to-face and heart
to heart. It is then that the ‘trophies’ of the resurrection—adoption, freedom, hope,
trust, disciplined godliness—move from goals to aim at or morality to struggle after
into joyful worship in the middle of indwelling sin and a world making mud pies in
the slums while the holiday at the beach has been provided (as C. S. Lewis has said).
Many other passages refer to the incarnate Son’s shared life with his brethren. See
Romans 8:29, Galatians 4:6–7, Colossians 1:18, and Hebrews 2:10–17.
Jesus Christ: Raised to be Lord
Our goal has been to see our life as a participation in Christ’s resurrection life
without becoming contractual or simplistic. This participation has primarily been
Christ’s embracing of us and uniting us to himself and his ministry. Even our decision
to participate was hard won and given to us while our hearts were knotted in a ball of
hatred. Nothing in our experience directs us more perfectly to Christ’s Lordship than
his grace which seamlessly demolishes our hatred and installs his affection and joy in
the Father. Little wonder that we fight like alley cats about the sovereignty of God. It
is the galling eradication of our ego and all it has built from the wood, straw and
plastic of sin.
The title ‘Lord’ is applied to Jesus over two hundred times in the New Testament.
Paul saw us as participating in Christ’s Lordship. However, our participation is not in
any triumphalist manner but as a captured slave (2 Cor. 2:14ff.).
For Paul the resurrection was the decisive event in which Christ’s Lordship emerges:
Exaltation to lordship, we might say, was the other side of the coin of the appointment to sonship
‘in power’ (Rom. 1:4). Thus Rom. 10:9: the confession that ‘Jesus is Lord’ was the public expression of belief that ‘God raised him from the dead’.9

The confession ‘Jesus is Lord’ is not a credal statement but like ‘Abba!’ it is the
evocative response to participating in all Christ is for us. One cannot cry, ‘Jesus is
9 James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle, p. 245 (see also, Rom. 14:9).
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Lord’ apart from seeing, feeling and rejoicing in that Lordship. Equally, knowing the
power of that Lordship in the conscience and the heart we cannot but cry, ‘Jesus is
Lord’, and ‘Abba! Father!’ Through participating in Christ’s resurrected life the New
Testament believers could experimentally know that the ‘my Lord’ of Psalm 110:1
was none other than Jesus the Messiah:
The LORD says to my Lord:
‘Sit at My right hand
Until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet.’

Psalm 110 is in Paul’s mind in many other references to the resurrection and its
blessings for us (see Rom. 8:31–39; 1 Cor. 15:25; Col. 3:1; Eph. 1:20). We open up
just one of them.
Romans 8:31–39 is the centre of Paul’s certainty in God’s election and the love of
the resurrected and ascended Jesus Christ. The Lord was accountable for all the
condemnation that came Paul’s way. Paul’s participation in the resurrected Christ at
the Father’s right hand meant that none of these could lever him away from God’s
love—even when they came to burn him, or in the face of very earthly and human
dilemmas of tribulation, distress, persecution, and so on. His Intercessor had seen,
felt, embraced and extinguished them all. His presence in glory in Paul’s humanity
meant that had any one of these trials been permitted to kill Paul he would be sure to
wake in the home of his brother and Lord. With the resurrected Christ assuring Paul
that even the great enemy of death was dead, he was free to live—albeit as a fragile
earthenware vessel—without fear and in great anticipatory joy. We now must examine the tensions created by having these rich blessings of Christ operating within us
whilst we are yet to be resurrected, earthenware vessels.

Participating in the Lord and the Offence of Weakness
For indeed He was crucified because of weakness, yet He lives because of the power of God. For
we also are weak in Him, yet we will live with Him because of the power of God directed toward
you (2 Cor. 13:4).

There is a weakness of faith that is the product of being indifferent to the gospel of
grace. The conscience, not being instructed in the freedom of Christ, remains weak
and thus the heart fails to live and love freely, driven by all kinds of legal fears (see
Col. 2:16f.; 1 Cor. 8:7; and compare 1 Tim. 1:5; Heb. 9:14). Then there is the weakness of being a dependent human being. We were designed for this and must not
struggle to be God. But the weakness we need to examine here is the weakness of
living post-conversion but pre-resurrection. We have been blessed participants in
Christ’s resurrection as we have seen, but as yet we still await the final victory of that
resurrection. We wait to put on Christ’s glorified humanity. It is life in the meantime,
Nygren’s ‘paradoxical contemporaneousness’, the ‘already but not yet’ that can not
only be confusing but also offensive. It seems to some that having all the fruit of Christ’s
resurrection now we should lead a life of complete and perfect triumph above the battle.
Luther’s dictum, ‘simultaneously sinner and saint’, opens a horrific contradiction for
many. For Paul it was not only the present reality for every believer this side of our
resurrection, but it was marvellously used by God to show the power of his grace.
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Paul battled offence at his weakness personally and theologically at Corinth. By
reading back from Paul’s teaching it seems that there were those who despised Paul’s
obvious weaknesses, maintaining that they were a hindrance or blockage to the
presentation of the glory of God. The presence of God’s power they said was
contradicted by a display of human weakness in Paul. Two passages from Paul will
help us see Paul’s freedom to be weak without denying or opposing the power of
God’s presence.
Earthenware Pot or Polished Crystal Vase?
But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, so that the surpassing greatness of the power will be of
God and not from ourselves; 8 we are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not
despairing; 9 persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; 10 always carrying about
in the body the dying of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our body. 11 For
we who live are constantly being delivered over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus
also may be manifested in our mortal flesh. 12 So death works in us, but life in you.
13
But having the same spirit of faith, according to what is written, ‘I BELIEVED, THEREFORE I
14
SPOKE,’ we also believe, therefore we also speak, knowing that He who raised the Lord Jesus will
raise us also with Jesus and will present us with you. 15 For all things are for your sakes, so that the
grace which is spreading to more and more people may cause the giving of thanks to abound to the
glory of God (2 Cor. 4:7–15).

To faithless (graceless) reason it appears more sense for God to show his servants
off as polished crystal than earthenware pots. Surely, the logic goes, the state of the
vessel speaks to the one who made it and owns it.
When Paul comes to answer these things he does not simply make an exceptional
case. He lays out for us the norm for every believer. As the Lord was ‘crucified
because of weakness,’ so the tensions of weakness are the norm for Paul and us. The
Corinthians were reminded of this:
For indeed He was crucified because of weakness, yet He lives because of the power of God. For
we also are weak in Him, yet we will live with Him because of the power of God directed toward
you (2 Cor. 13:4).

The ‘treasure’ in Paul’s earthenware existence and his experience of weakness is
highlighted by the ‘but’ of verse 7. That ‘but’ will either confound, offend or liberate
us. The treasure is nothing less than ‘the Light of the knowledge of the glory of God
in the face of Christ’. This glory was not information learned but grace given to the
heart. As surely and concretely as light shone across the formless void of creation
when God commanded, so concretely and surely had the glory of God spread across
Paul’s sinful void when Jesus filled him. The holy treasure of the Father and his
incarnate Son together in glory had broken into a derelict, bombed out ‘temple’ in a
bombed out derelict world. Although it belonged there it didn’t fit. It spilled through,
over and out of Paul with a prodigality of delight. ‘Wastefully’ it flooded this weak
man, and all the Simons of the world (Luke 7:39) clucked their tongues in disgust
whilst polishing their empty crystal vases. But all the other earthenware vessels wept
for joy as the grace of that glorious spillage caught them up, warts and all, into the
Father’s love.
Lest we spiritualise Paul’s analogy of an earthenware vessel he spells out for us
both what it does and doesn’t mean. At every turn Paul was afflicted (hard pressed),
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perplexed (at a loss), persecuted, struck down (laid low by a weapon). Apostolic life
was no rising triumphantly above these attacks. But in describing his battles and
weaknesses he injects four gospel ‘buts’—four ‘buts’ that express hope in the tension
of his life. Four ‘buts’ which represent the huge gap between the spirit of the world in
suffering and the heart of a believer. Each ‘but’ is followed by a word describing an
extreme into which Paul was saved from entering—afflicted but not crushed;
perplexed but not despairing; persecuted but not forsaken; and struck down but not
destroyed. These four extremes, crushing, despair, forsakenness and destruction had
been entered and destroyed by Christ for Paul. They are not the ends of New
Covenant love.
Affliction, perplexity, persecution and being struck down day-by-day meant ‘carrying about in his body the dying of Jesus’ (2 Cor. 4:10). Paul had mentioned this
suffering theme at the beginning of his letter (2 Cor. 1:5). The Messiah in popular
belief would be triumphant, not humiliated by suffering. The idea was a stumbling
block to the Jews (1 Cor. 1:23). By taking offence at a suffering (weak) Messiah and
his suffering (weak) Apostle they missed the comfort Messiah brings.
Paul lived in the great paradox. He lived where the dying of Christ was felt and
seen whilst also having the life of the risen Christ manifest in his body (the bringing
out of that which had been invisible).
P. T. Forsyth puts Paul’s earthenware analogy like this:
We have to tend a consuming fire . . . If it were only texts or men we had to handle! But we have to
handle the Gospel. We have to lift up Christ—a Christ who is the death of natural self-confidence—
a humiliating, even a crushing Christ. We have to handle a Gospel that is a new rebuke to us every
step we gain in intimacy with it . . . There is no new insight into the cross which does not bring,
whatever else it bring, a deeper sense of the solemn holiness of the love that meets us there. And
there is no new sense of the holy God that does not arrest His name upon our unclean lips . . . We
are sacramental elements, broken, often, in the Lord’s hands, as He dispenses His grace through
us.10

So Paul’s weakness was not to be despised, spiritualised or faithed away. It was of
the essence of being in Christ. Neither was it to be classified as a factor limiting
ministry; quite the opposite. Paul is emphatic that his weakness, far from obliterating
the glory of God, becomes the medium of it to needy sinners:
But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, so that the surpassing greatness of the power will be of
God and not from ourselves . . . (2 Cor. 4:7).

Paul: Triumphant in Christ
But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumph in Christ, and manifests through us the sweet
aroma of the knowledge of Him in every place. 15 For we are a fragrance of Christ to God among
those who are being saved and among those who are perishing; 16 to the one an aroma from death to
death, to the other an aroma from life to life. And who is adequate for these things? (2 Cor. 2:14–16).

Paul uses two strong word pictures to highlight the paradox of triumph and weakness
found in participating in Christ’s resurrection life.

10 P. T. Forsyth, Revelation Old and New: Sermons and Addresses, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001, pp. 122, 120–1.
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Taken on its own at face value it is possible to understand verse 14 in a way diametrically opposite to what Paul meant. Images of white chargers and garlands flung
from adoring onlookers are treasured illusions. The context of this statement by Paul
was loneliness, depression and a restless spirit. He spells it out in 7:5–7:
For even when we came into Macedonia our flesh had no rest, but we were afflicted on every side:
conflicts without, fears within. 6 But God, who comforts the depressed, comforted us by the coming
of Titus; 7 and not only by his coming, but also by the comfort with which he was comforted in you,
as he reported to us your longing, your mourning, your zeal for me; so that I rejoiced even more.

Again we have the paradox of intense suffering and emotional battles alongside
deep comfort and vital ministry. This was the tension in Paul’s life when he claimed
to be led in triumph in Christ. For the purist super apostles, each one of Paul’s crises
would have either disqualified him from Apostleship or gravely limited his proclamation. But as we see in 4:10, they were indispensable for the gospel. How often
the presence of pastoral weakness provokes the accusing, non-specific accusation,
‘Something is wrong!’ If we do not live freely in the ‘already but not yet’ of the
ministry, we will fly off into a thousand fears and attempted compensatory reactions.
The first image of weakness and triumph is of a Roman general after a great victory, riding in triumph ahead of the prisoners, leading them to either their death or
slavery. So when Paul placed himself into such a picture he was confessing that God
was the triumphant one who had defeated and captured rebel Paul. Paul then is called
to be weak, to suffer and even to die in the service of this one who has conquered
him. This is not a service of duty or death for Paul. He is in Christ and united in the
same sufferings. Through these the true aroma of the Messiah prevails like the
incense offered alongside the Roman general’s victory parade.
But the paradox deepens and darkens. The same aroma of Christ becomes life to
some and death to others (compare Paul’s comments in 1 Cor. 1:18 where the word of
the cross is foolishness to unbelievers but the power of God to those being saved).
So wherever Paul goes with Christ and in Christ’s ministry, the same jarring
paradox confronts him. Some hear the word as a stench and are hardened in their
rebellion whilst others are saved. There can be no easy programs devised to remove
this constant tension. Paul’s cry, ‘Who is adequate for such things?’ (2 Cor. 2:16)
directs us away from the illusion of a suffering-free ministry. Were we to devise such
a thing it would have no community with the sufferings of Christ and therefore none
of his aroma.
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1

Ian Pennicook
It is May 15th 2009. I am starting to work on this paper and in the world around me—
that is, here in New South Wales at least—the major topic of discussion seems not to
be the federal budget but the Matthew Johns affair. It concerns a football code and
sexual morality. As far as the police were concerned, no crime was committed and the
incident took place in 2002 and in New Zealand anyway. But the alleged victim has
now spoken to the media and so the subject has been made an open topic.
The responses from the public are along two lines: the first, including from the
Prime Minister, is that the footballer should have demonstrated a far greater respect
for women. Other responses along this line are far more insistent, coming from what
one person called the ‘Feminazis’. The second line of response was also within a wide
spectrum. It took a bit longer to emerge, probably because of the pressure for political
correctness, but has generally wanted to minimise the behaviour of the man by
referring to the behaviour of the young woman. Some of it has also betrayed barely
disguised envy—from both sexes! The first group seemed intent on simply presenting
the woman as a victim of male abuse, with one commentator referring to her as
‘young and naïve’. That was before it was revealed that she had boasted of her sexual
exploits among the footballers to her work colleagues the day after the alleged
incident. But the ‘young and naïve’ comments represented a view that she had little or
no responsibility for her part in the affair, as if being a young female meant she could
pass all or most of the responsibility on to the male participants.
All this is grubby material, but it certainly provokes heated responses and no doubt
we all have opinions when these issues are raised. My concern is not with this particular incident but with the reaction which comes whenever such a problem arises. It is
the demand for better rules and regulations, clearer boundaries, that is, for more law.
That is accompanied by the demand that people be counselled and/or trained to keep
those laws.
What we need to see is that those boundaries are already in place. Thus Romans
2:14–15:2

1 This title is a phrase that has been attributed to Martin Luther. It is doubtful whether Luther actually said it,
and I doubt he could have said many of the things attributed to him through sheer lack of time if for no other
reason. However, there are those who believe it is at least his thought if not his words.
2 Unless otherwise indicated, all scripture quotations in this paper are from the New Revised Standard Version
or are my own translation.
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When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do instinctively what the law requires, these, though
not having the law, are a law to themselves. 15 They show that what the law requires is written on
their hearts, to which their own conscience also bears witness; and their conflicting thoughts will
accuse or perhaps excuse them.

Human beings, as created in the image of God, carry the drive for moral consistency with the character of God within them. People do not need extra laws.3 What
they do need is the moral power to live consistently with the truth; the truth of God
and so the truth of creation and in particular the truth of mankind. We must constantly
remind ourselves that sin is not simply wrong acts but the total refusal to be one with
the truth. This is how the apostle Paul expressed it:
For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of those who
by their wickedness suppress the truth. 19 For what can be known about God is plain to them,
because God has shown it to them. 20 Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and
divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has
made. So they are without excuse; 21 for though they knew God, they did not honor him as God or
give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened. 22 Claiming to be wise, they became fools; 23 and they exchanged the glory of the immortal
God for images resembling a mortal human being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles (Rom.
1:18–23).

What this shows us is that if human beings suppress the truth they become involved in
horrible complications (so verses 24–32). Sin as the suppression of the truth, by whatever method, means that the moral resources required for true living are also rejected,
as those are in God alone. The drive for righteousness remains but men and women
now stand over against the truth of righteousness. Alongside that drive there is now
the problem of renegade flesh, which means acts of wickedness and a consequent
continual reinforcement of guilt and awful pain from that guilt. In a planned book,
Geoff Bingham has written:
I will share a few secrets; God planned every detail of what we call ‘history’ or Telos, and at the
beginning made His law clear to us. As I have already written, this law, when obeyed, was to bring
great joy to mankind. ‘Law’ is a word which brings heaviness to those who oppose it and break its
liberating tenets. I once wrote a book whose title was a protest, Oh no! Lord! Not law, Lord. I hope
its readers changed their protest to agreeing with God. ‘Oh Yes! Lord! Lovely Law, Lord! Perfect
Freedom, Lord!’ It can be done!4

Left naked before the law of God, a guilty human being is deeply afraid and
uncertain (so Gen. 3:7–12). There is no rest for the wicked (Isa. 57:21), since God
will not allow peace to the conscience outside of the truth of his own holy being. We
see this in such cries as Psalm 51 and Psalm 32:3–4.
Conscience is the faculty by which we discern the consistency of our thoughts,
intentions and actions against what we understand to be the truth. If that truth is the
truth of God and so the truth of all things, then we are destroyed, since we cannot
possibly face living in the world nor face God whose eternal being is understood and
3 What should be stressed is that the law given to Moses was not ‘extra’ but was the law of God expressed in

covenantal terms for Israel, so that the nations would see the truth of God and learn his torah (Isa. 4:3).
4 Finding the Father: Living in the Telos. Draft of 6th May 2009, pp. 162f.
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seen through the things he has made. Therefore people must constantly redefine the
world and the law by which it functions in order to establish a righteousness of their
own. By becoming, to our minds, like God knowing good and evil, we aim to relieve
ourselves of the angst of living. The demands of a guilty conscience mean that either
we change the standard against which conscience functions or try to show that
circumstances or persons beyond our control or responsibility mitigate our circumstances.
Even with a replacement law that does not demand of us the righteousness of God,
however, we have not solved the problem, namely the lack of moral power. Nor have
we removed the truth of God; we have only hidden it from our own sight, so that we
believe the lie.

THERE IS MORAL POWER
We have to admit that human beings are in the image of God and that sometimes they
do those things which demonstrate that. They can display great nobility as well as
great depravity. The image of God has not been effaced, which is, of course, part of
man’s dilemma. ‘This divine image is neither losable nor reducible, but its ethical
direction is reversible.’5 So mankind is at war with itself.
But there is a further dimension to this when we see a person who is righteous
acting righteously. Joseph was such a person and we can well understand his story
being told by the godly within Israel. As Hebrews chapter 11 shows, being righteous
does not indicate that a person is faultless, as in the cases of Noah and Abraham for
example, but it does mean that the desire is to do what is righteous for God’s own
sake. So we see Joseph, faced with what must have been severe temptation:
Now Joseph was handsome and good-looking. 7 And after a time his master’s wife cast her eyes on
Joseph and said, ‘Lie with me.’ 8 But he refused and said to his master’s wife, ‘Look, with me here,
my master has no concern about anything in the house, and he has put everything that he has in my
hand. 9 He is not greater in this house than I am, nor has he kept back anything from me except
yourself, because you are his wife. How then could I do this great wickedness, and sin against
God?’ (Gen. 39:6–9).

There is behaviour which is right for its own sake or for the sake of the person doing
it, but Joseph’s response was based on his refusal to do ‘wickedness, and sin against
God’. The same desire is evidenced by Daniel and his friends (Dan. 1–6). We see in
them all a deep passion for God, a love for him and so a love for being his image. We
see this in the case of David, whose sin against Uriah and Bathsheba (whom we
should understand was a willing participant in the sin and not merely ‘young and
naïve’) was defined as being against God alone (Ps. 51:4). David’s longing for God
flowed from his knowing and yet failing to live in the joy of God’s salvation (Ps.
51:12).
Within the New Testament we find Paul telling the Romans that ‘all things work
together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose’
5 Meredith G. Kline, ‘Genesis’, in D. Guthrie, et al. (eds), The New Bible Commentary Third Edition, Inter-

Varsity Press, London, 1970, p. 83.
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(8:28). He is not saying that, in some contractual sense, if we love God all things will
work together for good, rather that, even given our weakness, there is a purpose of
God and that we who love him can know that purpose being worked out through all
that happens in history. The apostle Peter also recognised the experience of salvation
worked out in this way:
Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you
believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy (1 Pet. 1:8).

This love for Christ and indescribable joy is part of us presently receiving the outcome of faith, namely the salvation of our souls (1 Pet. 1:9). Godly behaviour is now
because we invoke God as Father (1 Pet. 1:17; cf. Gal. 4:6; Rom. 8:15).
Furthermore, this godly behaviour is ‘native’ to us. What was written on our hearts
at creation may have been defaced by the guilt of our refusal to be truly human, but
now we have been baptised into Christ—into the last Man, the second Adam—and a
total reorientation of our being has taken place. The goal of God is upon us, even
though we do not see it fully revealed.
What is intended for the whole creation was given in promise to Israel in Jeremiah
31:31–34:
The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of
Israel and the house of Judah. 32 It will not be like the covenant that I made with their ancestors
when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt—a covenant that they broke,
though I was their husband, says the LORD. 33 But this is the covenant that I will make with the
house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on
their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. 34 No longer shall they teach one
another, or say to each other, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them
to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more.

It is nothing less than the restoration of the truth of creation. The law, once written on
the heart and then graciously written on tablets of stone, will again be inscribed on the
hearts, not just of various individuals but of all the peoples of God. Obedience will be
the fundamental orientation of the heart because of the sweet intimacy of knowing the
Lord. Ezekiel promised the same thing in 36:25–27, with the observation that this is
the restoration of creation: ‘This land that was desolate has become like the garden of
Eden’ (36:35). With the new heavens and the new earth in plain view, John wrote,
therefore:
And [the angel] said to me, ‘Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book, for the time is
near. 11 Let the evildoer still do evil, and the filthy still be filthy, and the righteous still do right, and
the holy still be holy’ (Rev. 22:10–11).

We should note also the imperatives of such passages as Romans 6:12, 13:11–14,
Galatians 5:16 and Colossians 3:5:
Therefore, do not let sin exercise dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their passions
(Rom. 6:12).
Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep. For
salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers; 12 the night is far gone, the day is
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near. Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light; 13 let us live
honorably as in the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not
in quarreling and jealousy. 14 Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the
flesh, to gratify its desires (Rom. 13:11–14).
So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature (Gal. 5:16,
NIV).6
So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the
right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth, 3 for
you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ who is your life is
revealed, then you also will be revealed with him in glory. 5 Put to death, therefore, whatever in you
is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry) (Col. 3:1–5).

These commands to godly living are not presented as ideals at which to aim, but as
matters for simple obedience. So Jesus’ simple observation: ‘If you love me, you will
keep my commandments’ (John 14:15).

STEADFAST IN YOUR FAITH
No matter how easily we may give nodding assent to all this, I suspect that most of us
will also admit to an awareness of ongoing failure.7 For many, that may, indeed, mean
a deep sense of shame and even fear of being exposed, either to the scrutiny of others
or to more temptation, and perhaps a consequent constriction in our ministries. In
other words, all these commands, taken as ‘law’, confront us with our lack of moral
power. The reactions to that confrontation then range from a heavy defeat to a selfjustifying legalism, with most Christians simply choosing to remain silent about it all.
What needs to be said first is that we are not alone in this. Given the attacks of the
devil, Peter reminds his readers: ‘Resist him, steadfast in your faith, for you know that
your brothers and sisters in all the world are undergoing the same kinds of suffering’
(1 Pet. 5:9). ‘Steadfast in your faith’ tells us that Peter is not suggesting that
Christians should wallow in mutual sympathy. There is a framework within which to
understand what is going on. So, briefly, I want to turn to Romans chapters 5–8.
Romans 5:12–21 establishes that Jesus Christ has become the righteous man who
has dealt with the sin of humanity. ‘Therefore just as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man’s act of righteousness leads to justification and life for
all’ (Rom. 5:18). Far from that providing an opportunity to ‘use’ the abundant grace
in his act of righteousness to justify our lack of moral power, Paul explains that we
6 The NRSV has: ‘Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh’ (Gal. 5:16), making the

second verb an imperative ‘do not’, while the NIV, with most other translations, has an indicative ‘will not’. The
difference lies in the approach to the Greek ouj mh; televshte (ou mē telesēte). Both translations are technically
valid, though I suspect that the NIV maintains the sense of the double negative better, whereas the NRSV gives the
sense of the negative subjunctive. Sadly, the NIV translates sarko;~ (sarkos) as ‘sinful nature’, obscuring the meaning
of Paul’s use of ‘flesh’.
7 Recently, an Anglican bishop told a large gathering of men that he had a problem with ‘lust’. Judging by the
response of those present, most of those men were quite relieved to know they were not alone in that. That does
not imply that we should all publicly confess everything. There is no need for that, and almost certainly not
enough time.
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have been baptised into Christ and into his death with the purpose that ‘we too might
walk in newness of life’ (Rom. 6:4).
We are to walk in this newness of life because our ‘old man’, that is, Adam, was
crucified with Christ (Rom. 6:6). That is to be understood as the judgement which
Adam’s act of sin brought upon him and all those in him. As Walter Marshall put it,
‘all mankind were in Adam’s loins, when the first sin was committed’.8 If that judgement has been effected, then the purpose is:
. . . that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin. 7 For
whoever has died is freed from sin (Rom 6:6–7).

And Paul’s argument is that this is indeed what has happened:
So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus (Rom. 6:11).

But, far from being destroyed, the body of sin seems to be alive and well and fully
active. However, the word ‘destroyed’ needs explanation. Even Paul himself admits
in Romans 7:24 that he yet waits for deliverance from ‘this body of death’.
‘Destroyed’ translates the verb katargevw (katargeō), which means, ‘I make idle
(inactive), I make of no effect, I annul, abolish, bring to naught’,9 so the question to
be asked is not concerning the presence or activity of the body of sin, but its effective
presence. In what way has it been destroyed? The answer is that the body of sin has
been rendered powerless to condemn and so to control our destiny in any way.
‘Whoever has died’ is a reference to the judgement having taken place, not to the
eradication of the body. The same principle applies with regards to the devil in
Hebrews 2:14, where the same verb is used. So the issue is that sin cannot rule
because the law’s demands have been fully met in Christ’s death.
This is the point in Romans 8:1–4:
There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 2 For the law of the
Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death. 3 For God has done
what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful
flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, 4 so that the just requirement of the law
might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.

The just requirement of the law has been fulfilled in us, and not if we walk according
to the Spirit either, as the following sentences indicate:
But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone
who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him (Rom. 8:9).

‘Might be fulfilled’ (v. 4) is an aorist tense, usually indicating a single action in the
past, and that is so here, but it is what some have called an ‘inceptive’ aorist, meaning
that it actually is a single action which sets in train a whole new course of action, in
this case bringing about the transformation which we have already seen. Perhaps,
8 Walter Marshall, The Gospel Mystery of Sanctification, Reformation Heritage Books, Grand Rapids, (1692)
1999, p. 60.
9 Alexander Souter, A Pocket Lexicon to the Greek New Testament, Oxford University Press, London, 1916,
p. 128.
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then, we would do well to begin with seeing that there are so many times when we do,
indeed, love the law of God and obey it from the heart. We will admit that there are
times, too many times, when we are not like that, but at least we can say that the
command not to let sin reign in our mortal bodies is one we do so often long to obey.
And we should also take note that sin can only reign through guilt and that we are in
Christ who has dealt with our guilt. When we were baptised into Christ, we were
baptised into his death, the death by which our sin and our old man were judged and
our guilt removed.
So what of the sin which brings a holy shame? Within the argument of Romans,
chapter 7 does provide an answer:
For we know that the law is spiritual; but I am of the flesh, sold into slavery under sin. 15 I do not
understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. 16 Now if I
do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good. 17 But in fact it is no longer I that do it, but sin
that dwells within me. 18 For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can
will what is right, but I cannot do it. 19 For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is
what I do. 20 Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within
me.
21
So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. 22 For I
delight in the law of God in my inmost self, 23 but I see in my members another law at war with the
law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. 24 Wretched man
that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ
our Lord! So then, with my mind I am a slave to the law of God, but with my flesh I am a slave to
the law of sin.
8:1
There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus (Rom. 7:14–8:1).

The question of whether this section is autobiographical or not ought to be answered
in terms of the promises of Jeremiah 31:31–34 and Ezekiel 36:25–27 discussed above.
Whatever the line of argument within the letter, only a person transformed by the
Spirit of God who has poured the love of God, namely the work of the cross, into the
heart (Rom. 5:5–8) could ever speak of ‘the good I want’. The law is spiritual, ‘the
commandment is holy and just and good’ (Rom. 7:12), and only a purified mind could
or would ever see this (see Titus 1:15).
Verse 14 identifies the problem. While the law is spiritual, a matter of (the) spirit/
Spirit, ‘I am of the flesh’. ‘Of the flesh’ is the Greek, savrkino~ (sarkinos), which
refers to being material, consisting of flesh. It does not mean ‘having a mindset of the
flesh’ which would be sarkikov~ (sarkikos).10 To have that mindset would indicate
that a person is still outside of Christ (see Rom. 8:5–8) and Paul rejects that entirely:
‘But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in
you’ (Rom. 8:9). So the cry of verse 24, ‘Who will rescue me from this body of death’
is the cry of a man who groans inwardly as one still waiting for the redemption of his
body (Rom. 8:23), for the full revealing of the coming glory (Rom. 8:18), when the
sonship we have through the Spirit of adoption (Rom. 8:15) will be fully seen and no
10 That Paul does not use these words synonymously but has a clear distinction in mind is demonstrated by
1 Corinthians 3:1–3 where he carefully distinguished between them:
And so, brothers and sisters, I could not speak to you as spiritual people, but rather as people of the flesh [sarkivnoi~], as
2
infants in Christ. I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for solid food. Even now you are still not
3
ready, for you are still of the flesh [sarkikoiv]. For as long as there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not of
the flesh [sarkikoiv], and behaving according to human inclinations?
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longer contested. Then he will know the freedom of that glory of the children of God
(Rom. 8:21).
We were baptised into Christ Jesus and so baptised into his death so that we might
walk in newness of life. And we do! Faith hears the word and lives it. And the word
spoken is not ‘perfection’, not yet, but it is the word of ‘no condemnation’. Not yet
freedom from the presence of sin, but certainly freedom from its power through guilt.
And the fact that we long for that, that we have this hope, is clear evidence to faith
that we have been born again, that we are indeed in Christ.
When the heart aches because of the sin which dwells in us, when the accuser
loudly declares our guilt because ‘We have left undone those things which we ought
to have done; And we have done those things which we ought not to have done’ and
we also sense that ‘there is no health in us’,11 we must ‘creep back to our baptism’
and remind ourselves—and each other—that we are in Christ and that nothing can
separate us from his love. His grace has brought us safe thus far and grace will lead us
home.

11 ‘A General Confession’ to be said at Morning and Evening Prayer, from The Book of Common Prayer

(1662).

Ministry School 2009 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au

16.8

STUDY 17

There Is One Baptism
James Krieg

INTRODUCTION
I have worked for a number of ministries that are quite keen to hold onto the label
‘Interdenominational’. In doing so, they have automatically excluded some churches
or individuals who see this claim as disingenuous because it is either:
1. Unrealistic, in that they see denominational differences as irreconcilable, and
therefore seeking unity is a lost cause and a waste of time that might otherwise
be spent in proclaiming the gospel;
2. Insincere, in that the group may still hold to doctrinal positions that make it
closer to a particular denomination or theological tradition and by definition
exclude those sincere Christians who cannot agree with every point of the doctrinal statement; or
3. Flirting with a liberal ecumenicalism in which central gospel truths are watered
down or avoided for the sake of visible and practical ‘unity’.
I have seen all three of these show themselves to be valid criticisms to some degree
within some of the groups with which I have worked. Taking a purely horizontal view
of the issue and struggle of unity might lead one to ask the question, ‘Is unity just a
pipedream—and if so, does this render oxymoronic the numerous calls in scripture for
the church to seek unity?’ Mark Johnston writes:
There has never been a time in the life or experience of the church when the unity of the body has
not been disrupted in some way or another. Even the best of relationships within the wider whole
have all too often been impaired: Paul had a major disagreement with Barnabas which led to a
parting of their ways (Acts 15:36–41); the two key figures in the revival years of the eighteenth
century—George Whitefield and John Wesley—divided over doctrinal differences; and many others, perhaps with a lesser profile, stand with them in the messy, painful and embarrassing divisions
which litter the path along which the pilgrim people of God have walked through the centuries.
Over and above the breakdown at the level of inter-personal relationships, there has been the catalogue of disruption at an infra-church and inter-church level throughout history as well. The story
of secessions and schisms—some of them justifiable, some not—is a significant element in the
history of the church. What are we to make of such tragic tales of breakdown and fragmentation?1
1 Mark G. Johnston, You in Your Small Corner: The Elusive Dream of Evangelical Unity, Christian Focus,
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EPHESIANS 4:1–16: THE UNITY OF THE SPIRIT
I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you
have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love,
eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit—
just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call—one Lord, one faith, one baptism,
one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. But grace was given to each
one of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift (Eph. 4:1–7).2

Paul makes it clear that unity in the body of Christ is not ‘automatic’ in the sense
that we are called to ‘be watchful’ or ‘take care of’ (threi'n) the unity of the Spirit,
and to do so with eagerness (ESV) (spoudavzonte"). This unity is experienced as we
walk in humility, gentleness, patience and loving tolerance,3 living lives that are worthy of the calling we have received. Yet our actions and behaviour are not the foundation for the unity of the Spirit; this unity is ‘in the bond of peace’ (v. 3), a term we
understand more fully when we look back in the book of Ephesians and see that the
purpose of the Father from eternity is ‘to unite all things in him [Christ], things in
heaven and things on earth’ (1:10) with Christ as head over all things ‘for the church’
(1:22, NRSV), including the breaking down of hostility between Jew and Gentile, and
forming one new humanity out of the two (2:13–16). This unification is ‘by the blood
of Christ’ (2:13)—the cross (2:16) in which is found the only basis for reconciliation.
One could suggest that a reason for the Lord ordaining and forming the nations of
humanity that have been set against one another and are perpetually raging, was so
that he might display the riches of His glorious grace in His Son who comes and
breaks down hostile barriers between languages, tribes and tongues in a definitive
way that no human effort will or can ever achieve. As he bore the wrath of God upon
human sin, he also bore the wrath of the human race upon himself and against one
another and expiated it, bringing their raging to nothing. Thus Rwandan students who
refused to participate in or perpetuate the genocide of 1994 are seeing the fruits of
gospel unity as over 3000 university students (¾ of the nation’s student population)
now meet weekly to study the Bible.
This grace of unity-through-reconciliation is to be displayed first and foremost in
the body of Christ. So unity in the body is no small thing—nor is it simply a functional or institutional issue; the unity of the Spirit is inextricably linked with the
redemption of the nations! It is no wonder then that Jesus prayed for the church:
. . . that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us,
so that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory that you have given me I have given
to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become
perfectly one, so that the world may know that you sent me and loved them even as you loved me
(John 17:21–23, italics mine).

This is a passage that has been popularly interpreted as relating directly to the great
commission and an incentive to the church to work hard at visible unity for the sake
of effective evangelism and missions. While this incentive is no doubt there, we need
Fearn, 1999, p. 125.
2 Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version.
3 See the NASB. Other translations commonly render ajnecov menoi as ‘bearing with one another’.
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to widen our vision to that of Jesus’ view of the Father’s purpose: the world will ultimately know and believe (even if it is not a saving faith) the glorious grace of the
Father in sending His Son, when in the new Jerusalem every nation, tribe, people and
tongue are gathered before the throne upon which sits the Lamb who is their object of
worship (Rev. 7:10) and the source of their light (Rev. 21:23; 22:5).
It is, then, on the basis of the cross and its ‘bond of peace’ that we are called to be
eager in maintaining the unity of the Spirit. The verses that follow (Eph. 4:4, 6) give
an explication of this unity, speaking clearly of the action of the Triune God rather
than our own:
The Spirit (4:4), who manifests himself dynamically in the body of Christ by
empowering the members and giving them grace to operate for the sake of ‘the common good’ (1 Cor. 12:7). This baptism in the Spirit of Christ unites ‘Jews [and]
Greeks, slaves [and] free’ (v. 13), and enables them together to make the declaration,
‘Jesus is Lord’ (v. 3); just as any people or nation is united in their common
allegiance to their leader or regent, so the Spirit is active in forming this ‘holy nation’
(1 Pet. 2:9) that is united in (not just under) its Head, Jesus (Col. 1:18).
The baptism in the Spirit also unites the people of God in a common hope: to
corporate certainty of the ultimate revelation of the glory of the sons of God that will
bring about the renewal and liberation of the total cosmos (Rom. 8:19–25). This hope
of our calling gives a great confidence for prayer in the midst of our weakness, not
just because we know the Spirit intercedes for us, but because we know that he does
so for the saints (plural), and that our predestination, calling, justification and glorification (vv. 26–30) are not individualistic phenomena, but corporate, and only fully
experienced by the individual believer in the context of being a member of the one
body.
Pastoral care that does not continually point people back to their Spirit baptism,
and therefore to their place in the body will serve only to perpetuate the rampant individualism of our culture that has invaded the church. Likewise, gospel proclamation
that does not also declare to sinners that, ‘the promise is for you and for your children
and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself’ (Acts
2:39).
The Lord (4:5), the founder and perfecter of our faith (Heb. 12:1–2), an image we
only see clearly and completely in the context of the great cloud of witnesses, who are
not, as in some popular interpretations, the crowd in the stadium watching and
cheering us on, but the fellowship of all the saints through all the ages who stand
beyond the finish line, having fought the fight, run the race and kept the faith (2 Tim.
4:7), their weary joints renewed, who testify by their lives of faith to the enduring
faithfulness of the Son of God who loved them and gave himself for them (Gal. 2:20).
Steve Estes records how news of the martydom of Wycliffe missionary Chet Bitterman
at the hands of Columbian guerillas in 1981 resulted in the doubling of the rate of
applications for overseas work with Wycliffe in the following year.4
Was this merely a rash of masochistic Christian Jihadism, or the dynamic of the
communion of saints as the Spirit opened their eyes to see ‘the assembly of the firstborn
4 Quoted in ‘Why God Appoints Suffering for His Servants’ in John Piper & Justin Taylor (eds), Suffering

and the Sovereignty of God (Crossway, Wheaton, 2006), p. 97.
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who are enrolled in heaven . . . the spirits of the righteous made perfect’ (Heb. 12:23)
and they saw that they were together in the one body in which, ‘If one member suffers,
all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together’ (1 Cor. 12:26)?
Over, through and in all is the Father, who planned, initiated and fulfilled the goal
of creating for His Son a Bride who is spotless in her purity and beautiful in her unity;
this goal was fulfilled in the giving of His Son in order for him to sanctify and wash
her by giving up himself for her (Eph. 5:25–26), and as far as the work of Christ is
complete, so too is the Bride’s preparation.

THE PRACTICAL REALITY OF UNITY
So the ‘one baptism’ of this ‘one Lord’ is incredibly significant. If we reduce it to a
proof text to assert our theology of the sacraments over and against others or to refute
Anabaptists we miss the point entirely. If this statement points to an event in time, it is
not to our own baptism done at the hands of pastors, priests or elders, but to the baptism
of Jesus in the Jordan at the hands of John the Baptist and affirmed by the Father:
Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, to be baptized by him. John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’ But Jesus answered
him, ‘Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.’ Then he consented.
And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, and behold, the heavens
were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming to rest on
him; and behold, a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased’
(Matt. 3:13–17).

This is the ‘baptism [that] now saves you’ (1 Pet. 3:21) as the Son unites all of
humanity in his body of flesh and undergoes John’s baptism of repentance as ‘the
righteous for the unrighteous’ (v. 18), and begins the inexorable journey to the cross
in which he draws all men to himself (John 12:32). In this one action (spanning baptism to ascension), the human race as one entity is judged in the one person who is
qualified to pay the price of being baptised into the fire of God’s wrath. All those who
are united with him through faith and baptised by him with the Holy Spirit also know
the reality of life and joy through their union with him (and therefore with one
another) in his resurrection.
The power of this truth is immensely practical. A student recently wrote, in reflection on Philippians 1:3 (‘I thank my God in all my remembrance of you’):
I don’t know about you, but there’s one community of people who has always been there for me
and carried me through things in my life that have been hard. This community is the community of
God’s people. These people come from our churches, families, universities, home groups, bible
studies, at work and even overseas. Only a child of God really understands the love that God has for
us (although we can never truly grasp the extent of this love) and has love for their brothers and
sisters in Christ. So when we think of the relationships we have with our brothers and sisters in
Christ, please thank God for that relationship and that He has chosen them to also be one of His
children.

Personal experience and the testimony of church history will tell us that man-made
methods designed to maintain both institutional and communal unity in the church
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have been dismal failures, and are foolish in the presumption that unity is both
authored and maintained by us. However, a statement as simple as ‘I thank my God in
all my remembrance of you’ forces us to discard all our sophistication and to
acknowledge that unity is a gift of grace:
. . . always in every prayer of mine for you all making my prayer with joy, because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now. And I am sure of this, that he who began a good
work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ. It is right for me to feel this way
about you all, because I hold you in my heart, for you are all partakers with me of grace, both in
my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel. For God is my witness, how I
yearn for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus (Phil. 1:4–8, italics mine).

And in the passage we have already examined:
. . . one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and
in all. But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift (Eph. 4:5–7).

Verse 7 might not normally be included in the opening pericope of Ephesians 4, yet it
provides the basis for all our eagerness to maintain the unity of the Spirit: the lavish
grace that comes to us from Christ in all his fullness.

A CASE STUDY: WESLEY, WHITEFIELD AND
THE DOCTRINE OF ELECTION 5
Both prominent co-workers and preachers in the ‘Great Awakening’ of the 18th century, John Wesley and George Whitefield found themselves diverging in their views
on election towards the end of the 1730’s:
Wesley: Salvation is available universally and should be preached to all; ‘The
doctrine of predestination is not a doctrine of God’.6
Whitefield: Salvation should be preached to all, but ultimately only the elect will
be saved; ‘as many as the Lord hath ordained to eternal life, shall certainly be quickened and enabled to believe’.7
Both agreed that the gospel should be proclaimed to all, and both agreed on the
content of the gospel. George was of the view that their differences were not enough
to warrant division:
I hear, honoured sir, you are about to print a sermon on predestination. It shocks me to think of it;
what will be the consequences but controversy? If people ask me my opinion, what shall I do? I
have a critical part to act, God enable me to behave aright! Silence on both sides will be best. It is

5 Based on material by Iain Murray, originally published as part of ‘Whitefield’s Journals’ (Banner of Truth

Trust, London, 1960). This was accessed 4 June 2009 on <http://www.spurgeon.org/~phil/wesley.htm>.
6 John Wesley, ‘Free Grace’, preached at Bristol, 1740. Text obtained from the following website, accessed
on 4 June 2009: <http://gbgm-umc.org/UMW/wesley/serm-128.stm>.
7 A letter from George Whitefield to the Rev. Mr. John Wesley in answer to Mr. Wesley’s sermon entitled
‘Free Grace’ (end of section 1), from <http://www.spurgeon.org/~phil/wesley.htm> accessed on 4 June 2009.
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noised abroad already, that there is a division between you and me. Oh, my heart within me is
grieved . . . (Letter from George to John, June 25, 1739).
Dear, honoured sir, if you have any regard for the peace of the church, keep in your sermon on predestination. But you have cast a lot. Oh! my heart, in the midst of my body, is like melted wax. The
Lord direct us all! (July 2, 1739).

George waited nearly 18 months before making his disagreement with John public,
seeking to settle the issues privately:
How would the cause of our common Master suffer by our raising disputes about particular points
of doctrines! . . .For Christ’s sake, let us not be divided amongst ourselves . . . Avoid all disputation. Do not oblige me to preach against you; I had rather die . . .

And John’s response:
My dear Brother,
I thank you for yours . . . The case is quite plain. There are bigots both for predestination and
against it. God is sending a message to those on either side. But neither will receive it, unless from
one who is of their own opinion. Therefore, for a time you are suffered to be of one opinion, and I
of another. But when his time is come, God will do what man cannot, namely, make us both of one
mind. Then persecution will flame out, and it will be seen whether we count our lives dear unto
ourselves, so that we may finish our course with joy. I am, my dearest brother,
Ever yours,
J. Wesley
August 9, 1740.

To which George replied:
Dear Sir, these things ought not so to be. God knows my heart, as I told you before, so I declare
again, nothing but a single regard to the honour of Christ has forced this letter from me. I love and
honour you for his sake; and when I come to judgement, will thank you before men and angels, for
what you have, under God, done for my soul . . . Yours affectionate, though unworthy brother and
servant in Christ,
George Whitefield.
December 24, 1740.

Eventually, because the dispute had become public, George realised that he must
speak publicly:
If you go on thus, honoured sir, how can I concur with you? It is impossible. I must speak what I
know . . . (September 25, 1740). I must preach the gospel of Christ, and that I cannot now do, without speaking of election . . . (February 1, 1741).

From this point onwards, Evangelicalism in England (and subsequently in America
and elsewhere) was divided:
. . . it led them to build separate chapels, form separate societies, and pursue, to the end of life,
separate lines of action . . . the gulf between Wesley and Whitefield was immense.8

8 Luke Tyerman, Life of Wesley, vol. 1, pp. 351–2. Cited by Iain Murray—see footnote 5 above.
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Yet did this structural and theological rift undo the work of the one Lord who had
given one baptism? In actual fact this division, while causing tension, did not end
their friendship, and great affection was known between them. Many years later, John
Wesley preached the sermon at George’s funeral:
. . . Mention has already been made of his unparalleled zeal, his indefatigable activity, his tenderheartedness to the afflicted, and charitableness toward the poor. But should we not likewise mention his deep gratitude to all whom God had used as instruments of good to him?—of whom he did
not cease to speak in the most respectful manner, even to his dying day. Should we not mention,
that he had a heart susceptible of the most generous and the most tender friendship? I have frequently thought that this, of all others, was the distinguishing part of his character. How few have
we known of so kind a temper, of such large and flowing affections! Was it not principally by this,
that the hearts of others were so strangely drawn and knit to him? Can anything but love beget love?
This shone in his very countenance, and continually breathed in all his words, whether in public or
private. Was it not this, which, quick and penetrating as lightning, flew from heart to heart? which
gave that life to his sermons, his conversations, his letters? Ye are witnesses!9

John also commissioned his brother Charles to write a hymn for the occasion, published as ‘An Hymn on the Death of the Rev. Mr. Whitefield’:

Servant of God, well done!
Thy glorious warfare’s past;
The battle’s fought, the race is won,
And thou art crown’d at last;
Of all thy heart’s desire
Triumphantly possess’d,
Lodged by the ministerial choir
In thy Redeemer’s breast.

With saints enthroned on high,
Thou dost thy Lord proclaim,
And still To God salvation cry,
Salvation to the Lamb!
O happy, happy soul!
In ecstasies of praise,
Long as eternal ages roll,
Thou seest thy Saviour’s face!

In condescending love,
Thy ceaseless prayer He heard;
And bade thee suddenly remove
To thy complete reward:
Ready to bring the peace,
Thy beauteous feet were shod,
When mercy sign’d thy soul’s release,
And caught thee up to God.

Redeem’d from earth and pain,
Ah! when shall we ascend,
And all in Jesu’s presence reign
With our translated friend?
Come, Lord, and quickly come!
And, when in Thee complete,
Receive Thy longing servants home,
To triumph at Thy feet!

9 John Wesley, Sermons on Several Occasions, Methodist Publ. House, London, n.d., p. 755.
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Reconciliation and Fullness
Trevor Faggotter

INTRODUCTION
Prophetic testimony is given by John—the baptiser (John 1)—that Jesus is the one
who both effects reconciliation, and baptises with the Holy Spirit. Jesus’ gifts include:
1. Reconciliation: Jesus is ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sin[s] of the
world’ (John 1:29);1 it is accomplished as he cries: ‘It is finished’ (19:30).
2. Fullness: Jesus is ‘the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit’ (John 1:33) and
from his fullness, grace upon grace (v.16) is received to flow to all who
believe in him; they receive the promised Holy Spirit and out of their depths
flow rivers of living water—gushing up to eternal life (John 7:38; 4:14).
Superb beyond measure are the promises Jesus makes to those who drink from
him:
On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing there, he cried out, ‘Let
anyone who is thirsty come to me, 38 and let the one who believes in me drink. As the scripture has
said, “Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.”’ 39 Now he said this about the
Spirit, which believers in him were to receive; for as yet there was no Spirit, because Jesus was not
yet glorified (John 7:37–39).

The necessity of the coming of the Holy Spirit to induct the disciples into the
fullness of unity, action and purpose with Father, Son and Spirit—reconciliation—is
set forth by Jesus in John 14–17. The prayer of John 17 indicates what Calvary will
achieve:
I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their
word, 21 that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us,
so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 22 The glory that you have given me I have
given them, so that they may be one, as we are one, 23 I in them and you in me, that they may
1 Unless otherwise specified, all scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version (italics

mine).
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become completely one, so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them
even as you have loved me (John 17:20–23).

Jesus’ prayer in John 17 is answered in his atoning death. A settled, established,
enduring peace (very unlike a ‘tit-for-tat’ managed peace) is promised to the disciples
shortly before Jesus’ arrest: ‘my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world
gives’ (John 14:27). Following the shattering events of the cross, the resurrected Jesus
comes to his disciples and profoundly fixes this peace in them, as he says, ‘Peace be
with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you’, and as he breathes on them says,
‘Receive the Holy Spirit’ (John 20:21–22). The judgement of the world and the
driving out of its false ruler (John 12:31) issues in the stunning revelation of grace.

DONE, DONE, ALL DONE!
The gospel comes to us like the final words of an auctioneer: ‘Done, done, all done!’
The work of reconciliation, in the sense of the New Testament, is a work which is finished, and
which we must conceive to be finished, before the gospel is preached.2

Jesus Christ is now going to the nations by his word and Spirit proclaiming the gospel
(Rom. 10:17). The New Testament message is that ‘we have now received reconciliation’ (Rom. 5:11) in such full measure that:
. . . if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything
has become new! 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has
given us the ministry of reconciliation; 19 that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to
himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to
us (2 Cor. 5:17–19).

So, ‘we are convinced that one has died for all’ (v. 14), and atonement is made for the
whole world (1 John 2:2).
Believers have been given a relational fullness (not a quantitative fullness) in
Christ Jesus, such that nothing extra needs to be blended with it: ‘For in him the
whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have come to fullness in him, who is
the head of every ruler and authority’ (Col. 2:9–10). Sure of this, Paul always went in
that fullness, saying: ‘I know that when I come to you, I will come in the fullness of
the blessing of Christ’ (Rom. 15:29).3 This is no hyped-up status for visiting, but the
settled standing of a justified person, filled with the Spirit, walking by faith.

OUR UNION WITH THE TRIUNE GOD
John Calvin highlights the indispensable role of the Holy Spirit as the bond that unites
us to Christ:

2 James Denney, The Death of Christ, The Tyndale Press, London, 1964, p. 85.
3 See comments by Geoffrey Bingham, The Baptism in the Holy Spirit (NCPI, Blackwood, 2003), pp. 42–43.
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First, we must understand that as long as Christ remains outside of us, and we are separated from
him, all that he has suffered and done for the salvation of the human race remains useless and of no
value for us. Therefore, to share with us what he has received from the Father, he had to become
ours and to dwell within us.4

In John 14–17, Jesus prepared the disciples to understand and anticipate a full
faith-union and communion with the Father and the Son, through the coming,
indwelling, and non-departure of the Holy Spirit, saying:
On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you (John 14:20).

Indwelling Jesus by faith, praying in his name (John 14:14), the disciples would have
full access to the Father, and fully participate in his plan. Jesus had promised:
On that day you will ask nothing of me. Very truly, I tell you, if you ask anything of the Father in
my name, he will give it to you (John 16:23).

They would be in full flow from that day onwards. The river flows as the Spirit
(which was not yet in John 7:39) is breathed on them (John 20:22), as that day
arrives! Life is then new, in a very new way, for the church. John V. Taylor notes:
. . . it is only in the epistles and the Gospel of John that the Spirit appears in that fulness in which
the Christian church has always known him, and it is clear that it is only the church which has ever
known him in this unparalleled way. In a disturbing flash of insight the Gospel of John says with
reference to the death and resurrection of Jesus: ‘the Spirit had not yet been given, because Jesus
had not yet been glorified’, which R. P. C. Hanson suggests might be better rendered: ‘it was not
yet Spirit’, as one might say, ‘it was not yet spring’. That is exactly how it must have appeared to
anyone looking back from the end of that prodigious first century. There had never been anything
like it before, and it had all stemmed from Jesus.5

The giving of the Holy Spirit is a gigantic moment, bringing reconciliation and
fullness to the disciples, and so to the world:
When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where the
disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said,
‘Peace be with you.’ 20 After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples
rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 21 Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has
sent me, so I send you.’ 22 When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive
the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of
any, they are retained’ (John 20:19–23).

This passage seems to be John’s unique way of including the events of Pentecost
(cf. Acts 2:1ff.) within his own account of the gospel.6 Pentecost was always with a
4 John Calvin, in Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion—1 (ed. John T. McNeill, trs Ford Lewis Battles,
Westminster Press, Philadelphia, 1960), ch. 3.1.1, p. 537.
5 John V. Taylor, The Go-Between God: The Holy Spirit and the Christian Mission, SCM Press, London,
1989, p. 85.
6 Ian Pennicook, Rivers of Living Water (NCTM NSW studies, 2005, p. 55. Available as pdf from website:
<http://www.newcreation.org.au/studies/pdf/Rivers_living_water.pdf>).
He asks why it is that John’s gospel, at this point at least, must always be examined against the background of
Luke’s account of Pentecost. He says:
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view to seeing and receiving the benefits of Calvary. Calvary is not primarily with a
view to Pentecost. John is selective of the signs Jesus did (and discourse too) in order
to structure his gospel with his stated evangelical purpose in mind (John 20:31),
namely coming to believe in Jesus as Messiah, the Son of God, and having life in his
name.

JOHN 14–16 AND 17
These 4 chapters of discourse come to us—interestingly enough—as a tightly woven,
dense block of theology, with much overlap, but defying neat manageable divisions:7
•
•
•

Jesus comforts his disciples
Jesus the way to the Father
Jesus promises the Holy Spirit

(14:1–4)
(14:5–14)
(14:15–30)

•
•
•

The vine and the branches
The world hates the disciples
The work of the Holy Spirit

(15:1–17)
(15:18–16:4)
(16:5–33)

•
•
•

Jesus prays for himself
Jesus prays for his disciples
Jesus prays for all believers

(17:1–5)
(17:6–18)
(17:20–26)

It is, I think, an important observation that Jesus’ counsel to not be troubled at his
going (14:1), as well as his admonition regarding their need to abide in his love
(15:6–10), or remain in him, together with his foreshadowing of the hatred that the
disciples too would experience, and his teaching of the advantage that it was to them
that he was going (16:7), are interspersed with vital teaching concerning the person
and work of the Holy Spirit. These insights would prove indispensable in understanding their future life in relationship to Jesus, and to the Father:
I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. 13 When the Spirit of truth
comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak
whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. 14 He will glorify me,
because he will take what is mine and declare it to you. 15 All that the Father has is mine. For this
reason I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you (16:12–15).

The Father hears Jesus’ prayer for glorification—a full revelation of true glory.
This culminates in a profound union as the prayer of Jesus (John 17), for full union
and communion, is to be answered through the cross. The prayer of Jesus, from 17:11,
for oneness is not that the disciples (and later, the churches) may get their act together
and express some semblance of unity, so that amidst church infighting all might
My question is, ‘why cannot John tell his story his way and present this aspect within the context of his own structure?’
Many commentators seem intent on taking Acts as the base and then attempting to slot John’s account of the giving of the
Holy Spirit into it, with the occasional result that John’s giving of the Spirit is reduced to a sort of semi-giving, a proleptic
giving [cf. Luke, who includes the ascension, in Luke 24:51 and in Acts 1].
7 For example, at a Christian school I know of, one of the teachers has an amazing gift for being able to co-ordinate

the whole school timetable, yet be aware of the whereabouts and task of each student or teacher at any one time.
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longingly sing: Bind us together, Lord, bind us together, with cords that cannot
be broken. Surely Jesus is asking that the cross may accomplish such a finished work
with sin that the new creation (cf. John 1:1; 20:22) may begin!

Relational Not Spatial
Ian Pennicook presents a case for John 14–17 being a continuation of the promise
made in John 7 concerning the coming of the Spirit.8 Revisiting the much-loved
passage in John 14:1–4 from that perspective can greatly assist us to hear it anew:
Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me. 2 In my Father’s house there
are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for
you? 3 And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that
where I am, there you may be also (vv. 1–3).

Many have viewed Jesus’ return, spoken of here, as meaning either at the Parousia
or at their death (as we commonly use the passage at funerals), to take them to a
spatial place. In our block of text John has deliberately interwoven 5 units of teaching
concerning the Holy Spirit (John 14:16–17; 14:26; 15:26–27; 16:7–11; 16:12–15). It
is highly likely that Jesus is speaking not primarily of his return at the Parousia or at
our death, but of his coming again which will occur when another Paraclete comes to
help them. The place prepared for them, in this manner of interpretation, would not
primarily refer to a spatial matter, but rather a new relational union:
And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where
I am, there you may be also (14:3).
Jesus answered him, ‘Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we
will come to them and make our home with them’ (14:23).

John’s intent appears to be that the preparation of the place (many mansions, or
rooms or dwelling places) is that activity which the work of atonement achieves by
cleansing sinners in the word (15:3) and work of the cross, fitting them for total union
(15:4) and full salvation—setting them in a broad place (Psalm 31:8)—making room
for gathering in people of every kind (John 10:16; 11:52; Matt. 13:47). The prayer,
then, would be asking that atonement will achieve the desired goal, namely utter and
total union with human beings through grace alone, working through faith.

Another Advocate with You Forever
Jesus makes a highly significant promise concerning the coming of another Advocate
to be with them (with us), not to depart, forever:
And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever. 17 This is
the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You
know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you. 18 I will not leave you orphaned; I am
coming to you. 19 In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I
8 Ian Pennicook, Rivers of Living Water, pp. 36–37.
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live, you also will live. 20 On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in
you . . . 25 I have said these things to you while I am still with you. 26 But the Advocate, the Holy
Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that
I have said to you (John 14:16–20, 25–26).

Up to this point, Jesus himself had been their counsellor and Advocate, their Paraclete. Soon, it will be through the Holy Spirit that the crucified, risen, ascended Jesus
Christ brings all of his powers to the new believer. Francis Moloney writes:
Despite the absence of the physical Jesus, his revealing mission is not coming to an end; it is
moving toward a new era when the role of the former Paraclete, Jesus, will be taken over by
another Paraclete, the Spirit of truth.9

In Jesus’ own baptism he is the one upon whom the Spirit descends from heaven
like a dove; and upon whom the Spirit remains (John 1:32). This, we can now see,
marked a new beginning for humanity, in particular as the Spirit came later to abide
and remain on the redeemed also. This is a new beginning for all creation.
John may well have had in mind the very different situation we meet in Genesis
6:3 where the Spirit does not abide in man forever: ‘Then the LORD said, “My spirit
shall not abide in man for ever, for he is flesh, but his days shall be a hundred and
twenty years”’ (RSV). Jesus comes to give the gift of God—‘rivers of living water’
(John 4:10; 7:38; cf. Ps. 65:9, ‘the river of God is full of water’)—eternally, forever!
This relational union is for the mountain-moving activity for which they have been
chosen. In this new union, their prayer will be as potent as his,10 for:
Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will
do greater works than these, because I am going to the Father (John 14:12).

LIVING IN THIS UNION, THIS FULLNESS
Jesus Christ comes to restore the fountain of life for humanity—replacing the wrongly
contrived, cracked cisterns that can hold no water (Jer. 2:13), and bringing to nothing
the evil works of a sinful humanity. Geoffrey Bingham has written:
It is only when Man is filled with and by God that he is truly human, truly the image of God. When
his fullness—so-called—comes from idols he is empty of God. In Romans 1:28–31 sinful Man is
said to be filled with evil, but evil is not morally substantial and so Man has a sickening emptiness,
his broken reservoir dry of and empty of God . . . ‘They were filled with all manner of wickedness,
evil, covetousness, malice. Full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, malignity, they are gossips,
slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents,
foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless.’11

The apostles proclaimed that those baptised into Christ and filled with the Spirit,
have now received reconciliation from God, and have come to fullness in Jesus
Christ! This, therefore, is our present position now—no less than when faith gives
9 Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of John: Text and Context, Brill Academic Publ. Inc., Boston, 2005, p. 248.
10 Ian Pennicook, Rivers of Living Water, p. 40.
11 Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Baptism in the Holy Spirit, pp. 39–40.
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way to sight, either beyond the grave or at Christ’s return. ‘By this we know that we
abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit’ (1 John 4:13).
Often, however, our secured union in Christ is not only contested by the cosmic
powers of evil (Eph. 6:12), but is also confused by an uncertain reading of Scripture:
I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower. 2 He removes every branch in me that bears no
fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to make it bear more fruit. 3 You have already been
cleansed by the word that I have spoken to you. 4 Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch
cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. 5 I am
the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart
from me you can do nothing. 6 Whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a branch and
withers; such branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned. 7 If you abide in me, and my
words abide in you, ask for whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. 8 My Father is glorified
by this, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples (John 15:1–8).

Can Christians also be thrown into the fire and burned (v. 6)? Is insecurity hanging
over one, as an ever-present threat of being chopped off for not abiding? How does
one abide? ‘What’—asks Ian Pennicook—‘does “He removes every branch in me”
mean [John 15:2]?’12 Is it a cause for uneasy living, insecurity? Is there a possible
withdrawal of that settled peace we have already mentioned?
In addressing this matter, most commentators move from the pre-crucifixion
context in which the discourse takes place to that of the post-Pentecost church. One
says John’s primary thought was of apostate Christians. Another assumes that John
chapters 15–16 form an amplification of the original discourse in chapters 13–14, and
that the contents were composed from John’s leftover material. Another commentator
suggested the purpose of the verse is to insist that there are no true Christians without
some measure of fruit. Another says that John is speaking of converted Christians,
once abiding in Jesus, but now dead. Ian Pennicook has well asked: ‘how can verse 3,
for example, look back to the Cross, the only place where cleansing is to be found,
while other parts, such as the promise of the Spirit, look forward?’13 His reply
includes directing us to the text as it stands here and, within the whole of Scripture,
citing Psalm 80:7–8, 14–17, which when put together reads:
Restore us, O God of hosts;
let your face shine, that we may be saved.
8
You brought a vine out of Egypt;
you drove out the nations and planted it . . .
14
Turn again, O God of hosts;
look down from heaven, and see;
have regard for this vine,
15
the stock that your right hand planted.
16
They have burned it with fire, they have cut it down;
may they perish at the rebuke of your countenance.
17
But let your hand be upon the one at your right hand,
the one whom you made strong for yourself.

If we see Jesus as the genuine Israel, the true vine, then the passage becomes quite
intelligible. The disciples need to stay in him, as the irrational hatred of the world is
12 See Ian Pennicook, Rivers of Living Water, pp. 47–48. Quoted from p. 47.
13 Ian Pennicook, Rivers of Living Water, p. 47.
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soon to be launched upon them (John 15:18–19). Pruning in John 15:2 is, thus, more
than the process of sanctifying snips, chopping away the dead wood and unwieldy
growth in the lives of Christians.
The judgement coming upon unbelief within the original vine, Israel, will mean
that true fellowship and union with God will not be possible apart from the forgiveness and reconciliation Jesus gives in the gospel (John 20:23). The true Israel—
Christ—has come, and one needs to be part of the true vine. The disciples have been
cleansed by his word, and are abiding in the vine, so that fruit-bearing life is now
flowing out through them. Karl Heim says of this passage that the whole vine is
Christ:
What Paul expresses by the picture of the human body Christ in the Gospel of John illustrates by a
metaphor from plant life when He says: ‘I am the vine, you are the branches.’ Just as with Paul not
the head but the whole body represents the personality of Christ of which the members of the
Church have become part, so in John’s Gospel not the stem only but the whole vine is Christ. That
is to say the disciples do not merely grow like branches and fruits from Christ the stem. They are in
the vine as its component parts. Only if they abide in Him can they bear fruit. ‘For apart from me
you can do nothing’ (Jn. xv.5).14

How wonderful to be united with the Triune God, fully secured in the gift of the
Holy Spirit, and relationally engaged in the grand work of bringing the finished work
of the gospel of reconciliation, through Jesus Christ, to the whole world. What a great
gospel. Yet what a great task, to bear witness to such a mixed-up world, and how
dimly we so often see Jesus!
We are reminded that the scope of God’s work is gigantic. So much to do. So many things to cover.
All of it, in its tiniest details to its mammoth fulfilments, can never be assessed by the finest of
human minds nor the most comprehensive of computing devices. It all defies the most massive
coverage . . . the program opened to us on the day of Pentecost requires power for accomplishment
by the successive stream of the human community of God, to say nothing of all the other powers
which God has working for Him in His venture of bringing the creation to its telos—its goal, end
and completion.15

This enormous and humanly impossible task has begun in the work of Jesus Christ’s
atoning death, and it continues in his ascended power as the Spirit of God opens the
heart of Calvary’s reconciliation to the world. We are inducted into the fullness of
God, that we might share in the Father’s grand-scale action; yet we know all can only
ever be done, and brought to fruition—completion—by Christ himself in the power of
the Holy Spirit: Abide in Jesus Christ!

14 Karl Heim, Jesus the World’s Perfecter: The Atonement and the Renewal of the World, Muhlenberg Press,

Philadelphia, 1961, p. 220.
15 Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Baptism in the Holy Spirit, p. 25.
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By Water and the Word
Randall Lawton
There can be no doubt that the life of the church is begun and sustained by the word
of God. The church is the fruit of God’s voice calling everything into being and
through it coming to know and worship him. Water baptism, therefore, only finds its
cleansing action in the prophetic stream of God’s grace. Paul speaks of being
sanctified ‘by the washing of water with the word’ (Eph. 5:26).1 Opinion is divided as
to whether the ‘water’ is baptism or recalls Yahweh’s words, ‘Then I bathed you with
water and washed off your blood’ (Ezek. 16:9), but nevertheless, the water, washing
and sanctifying are never apart from the word of God (see Ezek. 16:6, 8). In the
context of Ephesians, it is upon hearing ‘the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation’ (1:13) that we come to salvation, that is, into ‘redemption through his blood,
the forgiveness of our trespasses’ (Eph. 1:7). The ‘water’ has significance within the
gospel of grace; the ‘word of truth’, the ‘word of God’ (1 Thess. 2:13), ‘the word of
Christ’ (Col. 3:16), or ‘the word of life’ (Phil. 2:16), or the many other phrases in the
New Testament that indicate the church was made by God’s word.2 As significant as
baptism may be, it is not all that often mentioned but, when it is, it finds its meaning
within the all-encompassing emphasis on the word of the gospel.

JOHN’S BAPTISM AND THE WORD
The commencement point to our discussion needs to be John and his baptism, the
forerunner to baptism in Christ. At the beginning of the baptism tradition in the New
Testament, a close and unbroken connection of it to the word is established. John the
Baptist came preaching and baptising as the forerunner of Jesus’ ministry. His
purpose was to prepare the way for the coming Lord by way of calling Israel to
repentance with the promise of forgiveness of sins and this being sealed in baptism.
What we need to recognise for the purposes of our study, is that he came as a
prophet. He was not just a baptiser, but also a prophet who baptised: his baptism was
an act-in-revelation of the content of his preaching. Matthew’s gospel says, ‘John the
Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea’ (3:1). Luke says, ‘the word of God
came to John the son of Zechariah in the wilderness. And he went into all the region
1 Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version.
2 For example, the word of the cross (1 Cor. 1:18), the word of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:19), the word of

salvation (Acts 13:26), and the word of grace (Acts 14:3; 20:32).
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around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins’
(3:2–3). John puts it this way: ‘There was a man sent from God, whose name was
John. He came as a witness, to bear witness about the light, that all might believe
through him’ (1:6–7). Clearly his primary calling was to be a prophet. He came like
Elijah, wearing garments of camel’s hair and a leather belt, eating wild honey (Matt.
3:4; Mark 1:6), placing him in the prophetic stream of the Old Covenant.
Jesus himself came to John to be baptised ‘to fulfill all righteousness’ (Matt. 3:15),
not that he was unrighteous and needed to repent but that he came as the suffering
servant to justify the people as an act of God’s saving righteousness as indicated in
Isaiah:
Out of the anguish of his soul he shall see and be satisfied;
by his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant,
make many to be accounted righteous,
and he shall bear their iniquities (Isa. 53:11).

In the next verse it says he ‘was numbered with the transgressors’. Christ’s baptism
pointed ultimately to the cross, where he was baptised into our sins for our forgiveness. His coming was that of a prophet, like John, but no ordinary prophet—the
Prophet–Messiah who comes with God’s word to secure a mighty redemption. He is
the saving prophet; the Christ, who would suffer as a fulfilment of the prophets and of
whom Moses spoke and to whom the apostles later pointed: ‘And it shall be that every
soul who does not listen to that prophet shall be destroyed from the people’ (Acts
3:17–23; cf. Deut. 18:15–19).
At his baptism, there was a potent theophany where the Spirit descended on him
like a dove, as the Father affirmed him as his Son by his word. Immediately Jesus was
sent into the wilderness where he was tempted by the devil. What we need to understand is that he prevailed by God’s scriptural word. This places him within God’s
saving history and in particular within the prophetic stream of the covenant. He does
not live by bread alone but by every word that comes from the mouth of God. As
man, he submits to the word of God and in so doing speaks it powerfully. The devil
was no match; Jesus prevailed, where all before had not.
Jesus’ words take root in the murky stream of fallen human history. The gospels
show that he responds to and utters the word on behalf of all men:
(i)

In the wilderness of Israel. Matthew’s gospel portrays Jesus to be the new
Israel, the new Son, sent by God into Egypt, baptised into God’s saving
righteous action and then sent to be tempted in the wilderness; just as Israel
as God’s son was redeemed from Egypt and sent by God into the wilderness. Unlike Israel, the word is trusted, heard, obeyed and spoken (Matt.
4:1–11; cf. 2:13–23; 1 Cor. 10:1–5). God’s words from heaven were, ‘This
is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased’ (Matt. 3:17), which are
the new gracious words given to Israel, God’s son. In accordance with this,
in this gospel, God is revealed as Father, who instructs his people through
the Son (Matt. 5–7; 11:25–30). On the cross it is Jesus speaking in Aramaic,
‘Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?’ (Matt. 27:46), gathering up the cry of a truant
Israel. Jesus is baptised into the depths of its spiritual doldrums and redeems
through his crucifixion and word.

Ministry School 2009 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au

19.2

By Water and the Word
(ii)

In the wilderness of all the sons of Adam. In Luke’s gospel, the
genealogy of Jesus concluding with, ‘Adam, son of God’, is strategically
positioned between his baptism and his being sent into the wilderness. For
Luke, Jesus’ wilderness is ‘east of Eden’, the wilderness outside the garden
in the barren place of Adam’s rebellion (Luke 4:1–13; 3:23–38; cf. Gen.
3:24). This new Son now listens to God’s word and speaks it. Significantly,
this new temptation is now in the wilderness, outside the garden. Unlike the
old Adam, the New Adam prevails under the most difficult of circumstances in the realms where the old Adam resides. He is faithful, and fulfils
God’s word, reinstating it into human life. He is baptised into all of humanity’s barren history to lead us back home to Paradise. On the cross he cries,
‘today you will be with me in Paradise’ (Luke 23:43).

(iii)

In the darkness of all worldly rebellion. John’s gospel does not record
Jesus’ baptism, but he is the one who came to speak into the darkness of the
forces of chaos and emptiness (John 1:1–8; cf. Gen. 1:1–3). Jesus is the
‘Word [become] flesh’, the Son taking on human flesh and so entering into
the totality of our fallen human world. Jesus is the one who speaks only
what he hears from the Father. The truth of the Father’s word is light to the
world. God has turned on the light in Jesus and so there is the opportunity
to believe and have life (John 3:21, 33–36). On the cross was the inscription, ‘the King of the Jews’, written in Aramaic, Latin and Greek (John
19:19–20). There is no cultural ghetto where his word and death does not
penetrate. He bore all the darkness and shone his life into it.

So we see that his prophetic ministry culminated in the cross, where the word-inevent of God’s grace triumphed over all human rebellion. He prevailed not in neutral
territory but in the context of a humanitarian uprising against God who was known in
Jesus’ word. Man is more than confused about the truth, he suppresses it (Rom. 1:18)
and he is not just stumbling in the darkness, he loves it (John 3:19). God engaged in
spiritual and verbal combat in Jesus. He came as the true man, the true Israel, in the
true power of God’s word as creator; to blaze God’s light into outer darkness; breathe
his truth into breathtaking falsehood; and win salvation for the lost, trapped and
cheering in a vitriolic world. Then comes water: the drowning, the cleansing, holiness
winning salvation (1 Pet. 3:18–22; cf. Ezek. 36:25–27), the baptism of God’s refreshing word (Acts 3:19–20).
In John’s baptism in which Jesus participated, we see that it would be impossible
to separate baptism from the word. Baptism is a response to the spoken word, and in
itself is a word enacted that highlights and fulfils the spoken word.

BAPTISING, MAKING DISCIPLES AND TEACHING
We have been speaking of Christ’s voice and action in his word and how his baptised
life was the word in saving action. Now we need to see how Christ himself establishes
a people from all nations who, being established by God’s word, respond in baptism
to that word. This becomes a pattern for the church’s life.
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Let us begin with the authoritative and risen Christ as he sends his disciples to
baptise the nations:
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I
am with you always, to the end of the age (Matt. 28:19–20).

The concentric structure of the action words is important:
a. you go
b. make disciples
c. baptising
b'. teaching
a'. I am with you

They are commanded to go and Christ promises to be with them.3 Their calling is to
baptise the nations into the Triune name, but the baptising is immersed within the
commands to make disciples and teach. As disciples themselves, they are to call others
into discipleship, that is, to be learners and followers of Jesus’ words. Therefore, his
instruction also involved ‘teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you’.
To make disciples is firstly the proclamation of the gospel, followed by teaching the
truth that is in Christ and exhortation to obey his commands.
This is how Luke describes the life of God’s people as commissioned by the risen
Christ. In Luke, the risen Lord gives the disciples instruction:
Then he said to them, ‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that
everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be
fulfilled.’ Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, and said to them, ‘Thus it is
written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance
and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.
You are witnesses of these things. And behold, I am sending the promise of my Father upon you.
But stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on high’ (Luke 24:44–49).

When the Spirit came at Pentecost, Peter stood up and proclaimed the gospel of the
risen authoritative Christ and called them to repentance. They responded from the
heart and became, as Matthew calls it, ‘disciples’ of Christ, his learners and followers:
‘Let all the house of Israel therefore know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ,
this Jesus whom you crucified.’
Now when they heard this they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the
apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we do?’ And Peter said to them, ‘Repent and be baptized every one
of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of
the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 2:36–38).

The call for repentance here is due to the Jew’s rejection of their Messiah and
Lord, which entailed the rejection of all that he taught, ending up in his brutal murder
at their hands. They hated his message. Their rebellion was in essence the rejection of
his word as God’s prophet (Acts 3:17–26; 7:37). Under the power of the Spirit and
3 The verb ‘go’ is a participle of ‘going’, which takes its character from the main imperative verb ‘make

disciples’.
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this new word, repentance was a change of heart and mind and the submission to him
as the true Prophet–Messiah–Lord. It was their ‘yes’ to God’s kingdom in Christ and
their ‘no’ to the devil, the world, and the flesh. They were able to respond in this way
when the Spirit brought home that Christ’s death at their hands was God’s sacrificial
gift for their forgiveness! There was nowhere to go, no place to hide, no more fights
to win: God had brought them down and to their end. They were confronted with a
new blazing light and a new penetrating truth that exposed and caught them. Baptism
in this context was the acceptance of this word as it took deep root in their spirits.
Luke goes on to show how the church, in the same manner, becomes the
proclaimer of the word to the nations. And along the way, upon hearing the message
of the gospel, individuals and whole households were baptised (Acts 8:36–38; 10:47;
16:15, 33; 18:8). When the church was formed out of darkness by the word, the
apostles often remained for a time to teach them; appointing elders, who were
shepherds—pastors and teachers of the word (Acts 14:23; Eph. 4:8–12; 2 Tim. 4:2;
Titus 1:9).
So we see that the essential truths of John’s baptism flow through to the baptism of
Christ, that is, submission to the kingdom of God, forgiveness and repentance.
Baptism is now the act of being united with Christ in his death and resurrection (Acts
19:5; Rom. 6:1ff.). Furthermore, in Christ, it shows our entry into the inner life of the
Trinity (Matt. 28:18–20).

THE BAPTISED LIFE IN THE TRIUNE WORD
When Jesus speaks to his disciples on the mountain, commanding them to make
disciples and to teach people to obey his word, he was not just calling people to an
ordinary discipleship—a ‘horizontal discipleship’. Jesus gives a new baptism that
speaks volumes of our participation in the heavens. His mountain top word is the
revelation of, and participation in, the Triune presence.
If we look at Jesus’ ministry, he was primarily a teacher of God’s word. He
embarked on his public ministry immediately after his baptism and wilderness
sojourn. Mark put it this way:
Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of God, and saying,
‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel’ (1:14–
15).

As the story continues, Jesus called his first disciples to ‘follow’ him (v. 17), and
then he cast out an unclean spirit (vv. 21–28), followed by the healing of many
people—‘all who were sick or oppressed by demons’ (v. 32). He was heaven on
earth! This must surely mean that as the disciples followed they entered into his
heavenly ministry of the word of God on earth. This is formative for the church’s
faith and was finally won at the cross.
After the pouring out of the Spirit at Pentecost, the mountain top life of Christ, who
is himself God’s presence—our Immanuel (Matt. 1:23)—is now known on the plains
and in the valleys, for he also promised to be with them as they went down and out to
do his work. Luke begins by giving us the view in the other direction, from below to
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above, looking upward as Christ ascends to heaven (Luke 24:51). He ascends with the
Father’s promise, that is, that the Spirit would be sent, so they would be ‘clothed with
power from on high’ (Luke 24:49). Matthew looks from heaven to earth and Luke is
looking from earth up to heaven but, either way, God is at one with his people, there
is no separation.
These historical events form the bedrock for the apostolic preaching and the faith
of the church that is built upon it. They preach a Trinitarian word for they proclaim
the gospel from within the Trinity to the world. Paul speaks the word of God because
he has been commissioned by and in the sight of God: ‘For we are not, like so many,
peddlers of God’s word, but as men of sincerity, as commissioned by God, in the
sight of God we speak in Christ’ (2 Cor. 2:17). He does not just speak about Christ,
but speaks ‘in’ him. So the word that comes to the church is the word of Christ
himself: ‘he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those who
were near . . . But that is not the way you learned Christ!—assuming that you have
heard about him and were taught in him, as the truth is in Jesus’ (Eph. 2:17; 4:20–21).
Furthermore, and in the same manner, his message is ‘in demonstration of the Spirit
and of power . . . And we impart this in words not taught by human wisdom but
taught by the Spirit’ (1 Cor. 2:4, 13).
The apostles preached a living word which was not philosophy, nor a mere tribute
to Christ, nor the outcome of human intelligence or cleverness, but the word of God
himself: ‘you accepted it not as the word of men but as what it really is, the word of
God, which is at work in you believers’ (1 Thess. 2:13). The apostles did not lecture
or give homilies, or manufacture a manifesto for an ordered existence. They did not
text bits of mumbo jumbo, email impersonal messages, or twitter superficial chatter.
This powerful Trinitarian word was ‘that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of
men but in the power of God’ (1 Cor. 2:5). It is the word, and nothing else, that
creates hearing and faith (Rom. 10:17).

CONCLUSION
The word of the Triune God makes and keeps the church and indeed governs the
whole cosmos. God has given himself to the church and as such has given his word.
His word is not just ideas or the like, but the divine word-in-event. Baptism (and the
Lord’s Supper) is event-in-word. But it is the word that brings all things into being
(Gen. 1:1–3; John 1:1–5) in the first place and sustains them (Col. 1:15–23), including
baptism. Thus the preaching and proclamation of the word must be foremost in the
life of the church. This word must be understood for what it is in Christ. P. T. Forsyth
says:
To be effective our preaching must be sacramental. It must be an act prolonging the Great Act,
mediating it, and conveying it. Its energy and authority is that of the Great Act. The Gospel spoken
by man is the energizing of the Gospel achieved by God.4

Baptism has no substance and meaning apart from the word. When it is separated
from it, and indeed the Spirit, and therefore faith, it is empty and powerless. Likewise
4 P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, NCPI, Blackwood, 1993 (1907), p. 57.
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the church falls into an unhealthy sacramentalism where it elevates itself by its own
actions above its Christ, and his word to a mediatory status, dishing out magic acts
which only promote superstition and/or nominalism. But baptism washed with the
word is efficacious and an important aid to faith.
This is why Paul came primarily to preach, not to baptise: ‘For Christ did not send
me to baptize but to preach the gospel’ (1 Cor. 1:17). He came to preach ‘Christ and
him crucified’—not ‘Christ and him sacramentalised’ which in the end is ‘Christ and
him caramelised’. Christ is the living and active word of God to the church and through
it to the world and it must not be hindered by the gift that is meant to amplify it.
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STUDY 20

As You Received Christ Jesus
the Lord . . .
Martin Bleby

WHERE ARE WE?
‘This closing session is intended to have people move out as the baptised community,
with the issues accompanying baptism setting the direction.’1 ‘Ah’, we think, ‘at last!
Here comes the application. Now we will be told what to do. Now all the “theory” (or
“theology”) of the school is to be put into “practice”. This is where the rubber hits the
road!’
We like being told what to do—so we can do it, or decide not to do it, according to
our own decisions and preferences. In the New Testament there is plenty that tells us
what to do. We like hearing it, and we like to think that whether we do it or not is up
to us. The sad thing is that lifestyle surveys in the western world show up little difference between the ways Christians and non-Christians live their lives in areas such
as consumerism, moral probity, and relationship breakdown:
For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a
mirror; for they look at themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like
(James 1:23).2

So quickly can pass the memory of what is written and said in a school such as this,
with as little effect.
Interestingly, however, James does not say we forget what we heard; he says we
forget what we looked like. And he says that we find out what we are really like when
we ‘look into the perfect law, the law of liberty’. For James, this is ‘the royal law’
(James 2:8) of ‘the Lord Jesus Christ’ whom he serves (James 1:1), the gospel, ‘the
implanted word that has the power to save your souls’, which we are to ‘welcome
with meekness’, which replaces ‘all sordidness and rank growth of wickedness’
(James 1:21). It is as we look into that word that we see who and what we are, that is

1 Ian Pennicook, 2009 Ministry School speakers’ notes.
2 Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version.
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not to be forgotten.3 It is those who do this who ‘will be blessed in their doing’ (James
1:25). This we will seek to do in this session.

I AM BAPTISED!
Perhaps a story can help set the scene. A Christian man was invited by friends into an
R-rated ‘adult’ cinema to watch a ‘blue’ (pornographic) movie. ‘I can’t go in there’,
he replied, ‘I’m baptised!’
What is the significance of his reply? Is he now too ‘pure’ to indulge in such
‘defilement’? Is that now ‘taboo’ for him, out of fear? Is he trying to give a ‘good
witness’ to his friends? Or is it just that what is in there no longer fits with who he is,
and perhaps even that any interest or desire he might have had for it has been taken
away? And replaced with a measure of abhorrence toward such things?
Paul the apostle says:
As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ (Gal. 3:27).

The Greek is literally: ‘have put on Christ’—like a garment. So now we are walking
around in Christ. In fact, this is what Paul says we are now to do:
As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to live your lives [Greek: to walk] in
him, rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, just as you were taught, abounding in
thanksgiving (Col. 2:6–7).

For the Christian man to go in and watch a pornographic movie, then, would be equivalent to what Paul says to the Corinthians:
Do you not know that your bodies are parts of Christ’s body? Should I therefore take the parts of
Christ’s body and make them parts of a prostitute’s body? Never! (1 Cor. 6:15; my translation).4

This is because ‘anyone united to the Lord becomes one spirit with him’ (1 Cor.
6:17). Elsewhere Paul is so bold as to say, ‘we have the mind of Christ’ (1 Cor.
2:16)—we think the way he does. Being in this position, with the mind of the one
who has been kept to give himself entirely to his purified Bride (see Eph. 5:25–27), is
incompatible with giving yourself to watch a pornographic movie that features
adultery and fornication.
Not only does walking around in Christ cause us to avoid engaging in what is evil;
it also propels us into doing what is right and good. With regard to having ‘the mind
of Christ’, Paul says to the Philippians:
Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus (Phil. 2:5).

3 See C. Leslie Mitton, The Epistle of James (Marshall, Morgan and Scott, London, 1966), pp. 66–74 for the
positions of various scholars on these verses. Some scholars say that the law of liberty reminds us of how far short
we have fallen. We take it here that it tells us who we are in Christ as forgiven sinners and children of the heavenly
Father.
4 See study 6: ‘Baptism as Incorporation into the Body of Christ’.
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An alternative translation is: ‘Let the same mind be in you that you have in Christ
Jesus’.5 This has to do with looking to the interests of others rather than our own
interests, in humility regarding others as better than ourselves, and doing nothing out
of selfish ambition or conceit. This is the mind of Christ that we have in him.

DEAD TO SIN AND ALIVE TO GOD
While we draw upon Romans 6 to understand what baptism is, Paul is not giving
there an instruction on baptism. He is rather giving an exhortation on how we are not
to sin, now that the grace of God has come to us in Christ:
How can we who died to sin go on living in it?
The death he died, he died to sin, once for all.
. . . we have been united with him in a death like his.
. . . consider yourselves dead to sin.
. . . do not let sin exercise dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their passions. No
longer present your members to sin as instruments of wickedness.
. . . sin will have no dominion over you . . .
. . . set free from sin (Rom. 6:2, 10, 5, 11, 12–13, 14, 18).

Baptism is mentioned in passing; it is assumed that those in Rome already understood
that baptism is our identification with Jesus Christ in his death, burial and rising to
life again.6 And that it is with a view to the resurrection-life of righteousness that is to
come (in the new heavens and new earth where righteousness dwells—see 2 Pet.
3:13), that we can live in by faith even now:
. . . we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the
dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.
. . . if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him.
. . . the life he lives, he lives to God.
. . . consider yourselves . . . alive to God in Christ Jesus.
. . . present yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life, and present your
members to God as instruments of righteousness.
. . . you . . . have become slaves of righteousness.
. . . present your members as slaves to righteousness for sanctification (Rom. 6:4, 8, 10, 11, 13, 18, 19).
5 NRSV footnote.
6 See Martin Bleby, The Gift of God: Baptism and the Lord’s Supper as Sacraments of the Cross (NCPI,

Blackwood, 2007), pp. 41–42.
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All of this is to be done on the basis of what has happened on the cross:
We know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and
we might no longer be enslaved to sin (Rom. 6:6).

We can be pleased that this ‘body of sin’, called also ‘this body of death’ (Rom.
7:24)—this body in which we have sinned, that is rightly subject to the sentence of
death—has been destroyed. No way would we want to take that defiled carcass into
the holy presence of God! This destruction happened on the cross where ‘our old self
was crucified with him’. Literally it is ‘our old man’ (a[nqrwpo", anthrōpos),
signifying Adam. The whole corrupted corpse of Adamic humanity—us included—
was destroyed there on that cross. Thank God for that! Especially since ‘whoever has
died is freed from sin’ (Rom. 6:7). ‘There is . . . now no condemnation’ (Rom. 8:1)—
the sentence has been fully executed.
The language of the old Adam is picked up again in the letter to the Colossians:
. . . you have stripped off the old self with its practices and have clothed yourselves7 with the new
self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator (Col. 3:9–10).

The ‘old self’ here is again literally the ‘old man’—Adam—and the ‘new self’ is
literally the ‘new man’, here signifying Christ. Note that all this is the reason given
for why we should ‘not lie to one another’. We might expect that the reason we
should not lie to one another is because lying is wrong, and can be socially harmful.
But the reason given here is that we have been given a whole new change of person,
with whom lying—making anything out to be other than the way it is—is utterly
inconsistent and pointless.
This change of person lies also at the heart of the instructions for living in the letter
to the Ephesians:
Now this I affirm and insist on in the Lord: you must no longer live as the Gentiles live, in the
futility of their minds. They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God
because of their ignorance and hardness of heart. They have lost all sensitivity and have abandoned
themselves to licentiousness, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. That is not the way you
learned Christ! For surely you have heard about him and were taught in him, as truth is in Jesus.
You were taught to put away your former way of life, your old self [literally man = Adam], corrupt
and deluded by its lusts, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to clothe yourselves with
the new self [literally man = Christ], created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness
and holiness.
So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors . . . (Eph. 4:17–25).

All the other instructions for living flow from this.
Towards the end of the letter to the Romans, Paul insists on making the same
transfer, in the context of his instructions as to how to live:
Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep. For
salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers; the night is far gone, the day is near.
Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light; let us live honorably as in
the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling
7 ej ndusavmenoi, endusamenoi: middle voice (see study 9, ‘Baptism as Purification from Sin’); literally: ‘you

got yourselves clothed’.
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and jealousy. Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify
its desires (Rom. 13:11–14).

If we have got ourselves clothed with Christ, then let us be sure we are wearing him!

CHRIST WHO IS YOUR LIFE
How is seeing and knowing ourselves to be walking around in Christ different from
reading the instructions in the New Testament and applying them to our lives? The
first thing we need to say is that there may be no difference—those who give an
application of the preached word may be doing so as those who are walking around in
Christ, and those who receive the application may be the same. It all depends on what
position we are in. We have said earlier 8 that in our unredeemed sinful condition we
have a preferred sense of having our own independent patch of ground on which we
stand, over against God and other persons, from which we seek to operate on our own
terms. This is dispensed with when we come to Christ. There dawns a realisation that
nothing is of ourselves—all is of Christ! All is from God:
No one can receive anything except what has been given from heaven (John 3:27).

That is a very absolute statement—no one (whatsoever) can receive anything (at all)
except what has been given (freely, without price) from heaven (from God alone)—
and it is true. Apart from Christ we hold out against it:
And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather
than light because their deeds were evil. For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the
light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. But those who do what is true come to the light, so
that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God (John 3:19–21).

What does it mean to have our deeds ‘done [or ‘wrought’, RSV] in God’? It is something that we will only ever know when we have been in the reality and flow of it:
I worked harder than any of them—though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me (1 Cor.
15:10).

We can say that in a pious way, while still occupying our supposedly independent
patch of ground. But those who have been brought humbly and thankfully to a faithrelationship with Christ will know its reality in practice. Such will be glad that the
glory for what they do goes to God and not to themselves:
. . . let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your
Father in heaven (Matt. 5:16).

They are indeed our good works, but the One who does the work gets the glory.
It would have been inconceivable for Jesus to think of himself in any way
independent or apart from, let alone over against, his Father:

8 See study 6, p. 6.
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Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me? The words that I say to you I do
not speak on my own; but the Father who dwells in me does his works. Believe me that I am in the
Father and the Father is in me; but if you do not, then believe me because of the works themselves
(John 14:10–11)

This is tantamount to saying: Even if you do not believe that I have this special relationship with the Father, at least see what the Father Himself is doing, and believe on
that account!
Jesus prayed that, as a result of his suffering and death and resurrection, our relationship with the Father and with him would be no different from this:
As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us . . . I in them and you in me (John
17:21, 23).

It should be no less inconceivable for us that we could be or do anything apart from
God.
No one in this position will hear the good news of grace as that which just relieves
us of the guilt of our sins, and so leaves us free just to get on with life as it suits us.
No one who is one with Christ in this way will hear the commandments and instructions for life as legal obligations, but as welcome admonitions that make absolute
sense. But for any who are not in this position, who are still trying to make out that
they occupy their own independent patch of ground, both gospel and its application in
life, however soundly they are proclaimed, will be misheard to suit the hearer.

GROW IN THE GRACE
We hear again from Paul:
As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to live your lives in him, rooted and
built up in him and established in the faith, just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving (Col.
2:6–7).

Elsewhere he sets this instruction within a prayerful paean of declaration and praise:
For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth
takes its name. I pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may grant that you may be
strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your
hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. I pray that you may have the
power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and
to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness
of God.
Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than
all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations,
forever and ever. Amen (Eph. 3:14–21).

I do not think we could ever pray a better prayer for our people than that. Especially
for newer Christians, but also for all of us—for who could ever come to the end of
that?
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Peter similarly exhorts us:
But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To him be the glory both
now and to the day of eternity. Amen (2 Pet. 3:18).

Now we are in ‘the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ’, how
are we to grow in it in ways that bring glory to Christ? This brings us to the whole
‘mystery of godliness’ (1 Tim 3:16, NIV). ‘Godliness’ here is eujsebeiva, eusebeia,
which is not just the moral uprightness sometimes associated with ‘godliness’, but
signifies reverential feelings, the exercise of piety and devotion, and the practice of
religion—what is loosely termed ‘spirituality’.9 This would take another whole study,
or perhaps a series of helpful workshops. To conlude this study, I will simply dip into
John Kleinig’s recently published book Grace Upon Grace: Spirituality for Today
that draws on the deep and authentic Lutheran tradition of gospel piety.
Kleinig has much to say about our place in Christ, the nature of Christian meditation (which is nothing other than hearing the Word of God),10 the practice of prayer in
Christ11 (it may be a new thought for some of us that when Paul the apostle said he
prayed for people ‘night and day’ in 1 Thess. 3:10 and 2 Tim. 1:3, he meant in his regular evening and morning prayers),12 spiritual warfare and practical holiness, all in a
practice of devotion that is regular, homely, and achievable, that includes the liturgy
of Divine Service and the Holy Communion, the liturgical seasons of the year, the
songs of the church, and praying the Psalms—all of which does and should occupy a
good proportion of the energies of Christians and their leaders. But we may find most
helpful Kleinig’s outline of the process by which life in the Spirit unfolds, derived
from Luther in his meditation on Psalm 119. He contrasts it with the monastic tradition of spiritual formation that Luther had experienced as a monk:
That tradition followed a well-tried, ancient pattern of reading, meditation, and prayer. Its goal was
‘contemplation,’ the experience of ecstasy, bliss, rapture, and illumination through union with the
glorified Lord Jesus. To reach this goal, a monk ascended in three stages, as on a ladder, from earth
to heaven. The ascent began by reading a passage from the Scriptures aloud to quicken the mind
and arouse devotion; it proceeded to heartfelt praying and meditating on heavenly things; it ended
in waiting for the experience of contemplation, the infusion of heavenly gifts, and the bestowal of
spiritual illumination.
In contrast to this, Luther proposed an evangelical pattern of spirituality as reception rather than
self-promotion. This involves three things: prayer, meditation, and temptation.

The German word he used for ‘temptation’ was Anfechtung—‘attack’ from the evil one:
These three terms describe the life of faith as a cycle that begins with prayer for the gift of the Holy
Spirit, concentrates on the reception of the Holy Spirit through meditation on God’s Word, and
9 There is in fact no such thing as ‘spirituality’ in the New Testament. There is only the Holy Spirit, and what

the Holy Spirit does in people, and the word ‘spiritual’ only ever means that which pertains to the Holy Spirit and
his work in us. Martin Luther: ‘ “Spiritual” is nothing else than what is done in us and by us through the Spirit and
faith’ (Luther’s Works, American Edition, Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 1961, vol. 37, p. 92, quoted in John W.
Kleinig, Grace Upon Grace: Spirituality for Today, Concordia, St Louis, 2008, p. 24.)
10 See also Martin Bleby, ‘Meditating on the Law’ in Sharper Than a Two-edged Sword, Ministry School
2002, NCPI, Blackwood, 2002, pp. 41–6.
11 See also Martin Bleby, God and Prayer: Our Participation in God’s Great Enterprise (NCPI, Blackwood,
2005); Geoffrey C. Bingham, Come Let Us Pray (NCPI, Blackwood, 1988).
12 Kleinig, Grace Upon Grace, p. 76.
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results in spiritual attack. This, in turn, leads a person back to further prayer and intensified
meditation. Luther, therefore, does not envisage the spiritual life as a process of self-development,
but as a process of reception from the triune God. This process of reception turns proud, self-sufficient individuals into humble beggars before God.13

Coming from a more catholic style of Anglican tradition, I have been exposed to that
monastic contemplative model, and have tried to make a go of it. But I like the robustness of this scheme of Luther’s—it seems to me much more down to earth and true to
life. Especially the part about spiritual attack:
As long as we operate by our own power, with our own intellect and our own too-human notions,
the devil lets us be. But as soon as we meditate on God’s Spirit-filled Word and draw on the power
of the Holy Spirit by meditating on it, the devil attacks us by stirring up misunderstanding, contradiction, opposition, and persecution. He mounts that attack through the enemies of the Gospel in the
Church and in the world. The purpose of this attack is to destroy our faith and undo the hidden
work of God’s Word in us. As soon as God’s Word is planted in our hearts, the devil tries to drive it
out so that we will no longer operate by the power of the Holy Spirit.
But, paradoxically, these attacks are counter-productive. Luther says, ‘For as soon as God’s
Word takes root and grows in you, the devil will harry you, and will make a real doctor [of theology] of you, and by his assaults will teach you to seek and love God’s Word’ . . . Through the attacks
of the evil one we are drawn further out of ourselves and deeper into Christ.14

So we pray as suppliants before the Father for the gift of the Holy Spirit, so we can
meditate on God’s word, and when we do that and all that goes with it, we get
clobbered, and that drives us to ask even more for the gift of the Holy Spirit, so we
can meditate even more on God’s word, so that we can find out what it’s really all
about and what is really going on in life, and as soon as we do that we get clobbered
again, and so it goes on. This may be true to our experience. We do not go looking for
these attacks, but they come. ‘Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that is
taking place among you to test you, as though something strange were happening to
you’ (1 Pet. 4:12). They are essential to our wellbeing in Christ. That is how we grow
and mature in God.

13 Kleinig, Grace Upon Grace, pp. 15–16.
14 Kleinig, Grace Upon Grace, p. 22.
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